The Bridge
Volume 40

Number 2

Article 17

2017

Full Issue

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
(2017) "Full Issue," The Bridge: Vol. 40 : No. 2 , Article 17.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol40/iss2/17

This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

THE

Bridge
Volume 40 • Number 2 • 2017

Journal of the Danish American Heritage Society

i

ii

Danish American Heritage Society
925 NE 15th Street
Salem, OR 97301
Phone 612-724-1814
www.danishheritage.org
Executive Board
John Mark Nielsen, President
David Johnson, Vice-President
Sheri Kleinwort Muller, Secretary
Joel Mortensen, Treasurer
Julie K. Allen
Ed Bladt
Christie Jensen Gehringer
Julianne Haahr
Dan Mikel
Lynette Rasmussen
Linda Steﬀensen
Rasmus Thøgersen
To become a member of the DAHS, visit www.danishheritage.org or
contact Joel Mortensen, 4300 W River Pkwy #176 Minneapolis, MN
55406, e-mail: morte007@umn.edu
Inquiries concerning back issues of The Bridge should be sent to
Sheri Muller, Grand View University Library, 1350 Morton Ave, Des
Moines, IA 50136, e-mail: smuller@grandview.edu
Books for review in The Bridge should be sent directly to our associate editor, Julianne Haahr, 278G Memorial Library, University of
Wisconsin-Madison, 728 State Street, Madison, WI 53706, jehaahr@
uwalumni.com
© 2017, Danish American Heritage Society
Salem, Oregon (ISSN 0741-1200)

iii

iv

Submission Guidelines for The Bridge
The Bridge: Journal of the Danish American Heritage Society appears twice
a year and contains articles and book reviews dealing with all aspects
of Danish and Danish American culture, literature, and history, particularly the Danish experience in North America. Manuscripts can be
more scholarly or more popular in style, but all articles should demonstrate critical reflection and responsible scholarly practice.
Past issues of The Bridge have also contained Danish American memoirs, essays, short stories, collections of letters, and historical documents. Book reviews and review essays in The Bridge deal with Danish
life and history and the broader Scandinavian experience in North
America as well as the Danish American experience. The Bridge occasionally reprints previously published material.
Manuscript submissions should conform to the Chicago Manual of
Style. Please submit an electronic version of the manuscript as an attachment via email in MS Word or Open Oﬃce, with illustrations in a
separate file, to Julie K. Allen, Editor of The Bridge, at julie_allen@byu.
edu. It is the author’s responsibility to obtain permission to publish
any illustrations included in an article. Please include a brief, fifty-to
one hundred-word author’s biography suitable for the journal’s “Contributors to This Issue” section.
All manuscripts are reviewed by the editor in consultation with the
associate editor. However, there is an option to have manuscripts
peer-reviewed. Authors who want to have their articles subject to
double-blind peer review should indicate this in their cover letter to
the editor. Accepted peer-reviewed articles will be identified as such
in the published issue of The Bridge in which they appear.
Julie K. Allen
3008 JFSB
Brigham Young University
Provo, Utah 84602
julie_allen@byu.edu

Julianne Haahr
278G Memorial Library
University of Wisconsin-Madison
728 State Street
Madison, WI 53706
jehaahr@uwalumni.com

v

Editorial Statement
Despite the increasing secularism of modern Danish society, religion has played a central role in Danish American culture for more
than a century and a half. Each of the articles in this issue explores
diﬀerent aspects of the religious dimensions of Danish American life.
We begin with an original poem by Finn Bille about a memorable experience climbing a church staircase, followed by the second part of
Jakob Jakobsen’s story about his Danish immigrant ancestors in Dagmar, Montana. (Part I appeared in volume 40, number 1 of The Bridge).
While the first part of the story dealt primarily with Jakob’s ancestors’ interest in acquiring farmland in the United States, this second
part, subtitled “Salvation,” explores the nature of the community they
found in the settlement they joined in Dagmar. Their experiences illuminate the ways in which religious belief and practice can divide as
well as unite, even within otherwise largely homogenous communities.
The second article, co-written by Krister Strandskov and Russell
Lackey, documents the outcome of Krister’s Bodtker Grant to visit and
photograph Danish American churches throughout the Midwest and
in California. While the photographs document the buildings themselves, the accompanying article explores the significance of these
churches for the lives of the Danish Americans who frequented them.
The last three articles belong together: the centerpiece is Pastor
Peter D. Thomsen’s recollections of his friend and mentor, Pastor S. D.
Rodholm. To frame these recollections, we asked descendants of both
pastors to provide some biographical information about each man,
which resulted in Kathy Thomsen’s thoughts about her father and Renee Showalter-Hanson’s biographical sketch of her grandfather. Both
men were alumni of Grand View College Seminary and pillars of the
Danish American Lutheran community, to which they provided practical, spiritual, and cultural support throughout their lives.
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Time Spiral
By Finn Bille
—In the fortress-church of Bjernede on Sjælland, Denmark
I set my foot on granite
in the twilight of the stairwell.
Left hand, right hand grope in vain
for purchase on old stone and grout.
I span from wall to wall across
these narrow steps that rise,
twist, curve from sight into the past:
A thousand years ago
when masons’ chisels split
and hewed to square, round
scattered boulders gathered
out of fields and pastures.
Up step by step I rise
to spiral back into medieval gloom.
Up, out from this dark curve I lean
into a day-lit niche.
Here, framed in iron, leaded panes
show gravestones, fences, gravel paths.
I breathe out heavy air held back in dread,
my fear-flushed cheek against cold rock.
Waves in hand-blown glass distort
a team of horses plowing rich dark soil,
an oxcart trundling down the lane.
I breathe again in time-warped gasps.
A thousand years of pressure on my chest,
I stumble down. Soft hands fend oﬀ
rough walls for balance in retreat
until I stagger out into fresh air,
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fall, dazed, on grass outside the church.
where fields bloom green past rocky walls
while crows, caw-calling, flap onto the belfry
and settle on the window ledge.
Salt of ancestors disturbs my tongue
when I lick my bloodied hands.

Photos used by permission of Finn Bille
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Soil and Salvation: Danes in Montana, 1906-10.
Part II: Salvation
by Jakob Jakobsen
A Bodtker Grant-funded Article
Author’s Note:
When I discovered that my great-grandfather and his wife had participated in the founding of the Dagmar settlement in Montana in 1906, I did
not expect my initial interest in this to lead to a research grant from the
DAHS, enabling me to dive even deeper into their adventure, for which I am
very grateful. My fascination with their story derives from its connection to
the collective history of Danish America. In this sense, my ancestors acted as
individuals, but their identity navigation took place in a cultural landscape
that changed due to larger developments. As a result, they can teach us something about their time – and vice versa.
While making choices along their way, two objectives seem to have guided them in their navigation: a search for soil and a striving for salvation.
As a reflection of challenges that are also implicit in contemporary waves of
migration, and perhaps rooted in the human condition itself, their “beacons”
consisted of a desire for both material well-being and meaning. This brought
them to the founding of a Danish settlement in Dagmar, Montana which
provided them with free land, a process that was documented in Part I of this
article in volume 40, number 1 of The Bridge, while this article deals with
the more pressing question of whether living in Dagmar could also ensure
their salvation.
*********
Although Anna Poulsen Vad and Johannes Christensen had
claimed their land in the Dagmar colony* in Montana in the autumn
of 1906, they did not leave Clay County, South Dakota until after the
baptism of their daughter Johanne Marie on February 17, 1907.1 Johanne Marie’s baptism—together with that of Aleathe Ulrikke Ingeborg, the daughter of fellow Scandinavian immigrants Mr. and Mrs.
* The use of the term “colony” and its variants throughout this article does
not imply an extragovernmental settlement. Instead, in keeping with its
usage in the period by the actors in this story, it simply denotes a settlement
by a group of people (Danes, in this case) with the intent of retaining a
certain level of intra-group homogeneity, whether ethnic or religious.–Ed.
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Jens Sørensen—was the first in the newly organized Scandinavian Lutheran Congregation in Irene, South Dakota, about nine miles north
of Volin, where Anna and Johannes had been married in Trondhjem
Church in March 1906.2 The baptism was attended by Johannes’ brother James and his wife Annie, who were Johanne Marie’s godparents.
The ceremony was conducted by the Swedish-born pastor Carl Olberg, who had also married the couple. He provided them with the
comfort and security of a well-known Lutheran theology.
“Do You Love Jesus?” Scandinavian Lutherans in South Dakota
Anna and Johannes’ interactions with the Sørensens and Pastor
Olberg in Irene hint at the prevalence of Scandinavian-born settlers
in the region. The first immigrants from Trondhjem, Norway had arrived in the southeastern part of South Dakota as early as 1861,3 but
it was not until 1869 that the first large group arrived via Liverpool
and Quebec. They reached Sioux City, Iowa in the middle of May,
from whence some of them went to Clay, Yankton, and Brule counties,
where Irene is located. Another group, more than forty in number,
followed in their footsteps in 1870.4
On January 1, 1872 twenty of these Norwegian immigrant families gathered to organize the Trondhjem Evangelical Lutheran Congregation.5 The congregation belonged to the Hauge Synod and,
as such, identified with the Haugean movement founded by Hans
Nielsen Hauge in Norway around the turn of the nineteenth century.
Haugeanism shared many of the same reformist traits as the Inner
Mission movement in Denmark led by Vilhelm Beck. For both Beck
and Hauge, the goal was to bring new life and vitalism into a Lutheran church often characterized by formalism and lethargy.6
In their account of the Haugean movement in America from 1864
to 1917,7 historians S. S. Gjerde and P. Ljostveit highlight the diﬃcult
path to salvation for the first pastor of Trondhjem Church. The pastor,
Gunnar Graven, claimed to have renounced “outward sins” already at
the age of twenty-one; however, his heart was still “cold and stony.”8
As a consequence of his “forlorn and lost condition,”9 Graven continuously sought help from his church, where one day a lay preacher
gave a sermon about the supper as described in the biblical Gospel of
Luke, chapter 14. When the lay preacher spoke about the poor, blind,
and needy all being invited to the table of Christ, the young Graven
4

cried out, “Jesus has come to save those, who have nothing, and who
can do nothing!”10 According to Gjerde and Ljostveit, it was the Holy
Spirit who had put these words into young Graven’s heart. He had
been “led to Calvary, born again, and set free in the very pew, where
he sat. The burden of his troubled heart rolled away and his soul was
flooded with peace and joy.”11
When Gunnar Graven and his wife Marit left Norway for South
Dakota in 1871, he began to preach among the settlers, who lived in
dugouts scattered on the prairie. Traveling on foot through all kinds
of weather, or at best on horseback with a bag of hay for a saddle, his
health deteriorated.12 Despite these diﬃculties, Graven continued to
minister to between ten and twelve congregations located between
Sioux City in Iowa and Dell Rapids in South Dakota, a round trip of
about 150 miles.13 In 1871, Gunnar Graven was ordained in St. Peter’s
Church in Union County, about sixty miles southeast of Volin. Here,
he helped the abovementioned twenty families organize Trondhjem
Church in 1872.
Each of the first four pastors of the church were Scandinavians.
Graven served as the church’s first pastor until 1884, when he was
replaced by Pastor Frederick Herman Carlson. Carlson was pastor of
Trondhjem Church until his death in 1892, when B. P. Strand took over
until 1896. He was followed by Pastor Carl Olberg, who became the
fourth pastor of Trondhjem Church.14 Pastor Olberg had embarked on
his Trondhjem Church ministry in 1895, when he was Pastor Strand’s
student assistant. He later married the daughter of one of his predecessors, Pastor Carlson.15
Pastor Olberg was an energetic and well-respected leader, a quality that was demonstrated when a storm swept through the state
on June 24, 1902 and destroyed the church buildings of Trondhjem,
Meldahl, and Salem congregations. Amateur historian John Reese recounts:
Under the energetic leadership of Pastor Olberg, the pastor
of all of these congregations, the people rallied with splendid loyalty and sacrifice, so that soon after the church buildings were rebuilt, and not just that, but in more modern and
substantial forms than the preceding structures.16
Pastor Olberg’s wife Alma, who had inherited her father Pastor Carlson’s passion for Christ,17 played an important role in strengthening
5

the parishoners’ spiritual life. From her seventh birthday, she had begun to ask people if they loved Jesus.18 According to Reese, the devoted daughter and wife “exerted an ennobling, Christianizing influence
which only the angels of God and the far-oﬀ shores of eternity can
estimate or measure.”19 Pastor Olberg and his wife were an eﬀective
pair of spiritual counselors for their flock.
As a result, when Anna and Johannes reached South Dakota in
the beginning of 1905, they found themselves in a quite familiar religious terrain. Just as Anna’s aunt and uncle had played a key role
in paving the way for the strong Inner Mission movement that prevailed in Ansager after the local onset of the “Great Awakening” in
1888 under Pastor Madsen’s leadership,20 Graven, the “fiery preacher
of repentance,”21 had worn himself out in a successful attempt to root
Haugean Lutheranism in southeastern South Dakota. The subsequent
spiritual objective on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean was to move beyond states of forlornness to redemption, as Anna Olberg’s childhood
demand, “Do you love Jesus?” confirmed.
New Religious Terrain: Grundtvigians vs. Inner Mission
Anna Poulsen Vad did love Jesus, but her move to Dagmar in early
1907 transported her out of this familiar spiritual home into a very different religious landscape. The confusion this caused filled most of a
letter Anna wrote to her younger sister Karen Marie about six months
after leaving South Dakota for Montana. The letter carries no date,
but was written in connection with Karen Marie’s twenty-sixth birthday on August 14, 1907. Anna begins the letter from her new home in
Dagmar by explaining that she had had to wake up seven-month-old
Johanne Marie from her afternoon nap so that they would be able to
reach the post oﬃce in time. As a result, Johanne Marie was chewing
“grumpily” on a piece of apple. Anna continues the letter in the same
playful tone, assuring her sister that it was not actually “all that bad
to be a farmer’s wife.” She raised some chickens and sold some eggs
at the local market, while Johannes was busy trying to improve their
farm. But things like that would probably not make much sense to a
“city sister,” Anna jokes.
When Anna turns to religious matters, she becomes very serious,
admitting to having had some challenges with regard to getting in
touch with other “holy” people. In fact, as Anna sees it, there simply
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are no other such people around, so her sister is fortunate to live in
a place where the “gospel is so abundantly present amongst them.”
Anna explains that they do meet on Sunday meetings in Dagmar, but
these meetings are for the most part led by colony founder Emil Ferdinand Madsen, who always talks to them about their “forefathers,
the progress of our times, and boring stuﬀ of the same variety, while
they only sing songs from the folk high school hymn book.” However,
Johannes and a few others had now been given the task of leading the
next Sunday meeting, on which occasion, Johannes planned to recite a
sermon by Vilhelm Beck. Anna concludes her letter in a confrontational tone by writing that she would like to see what “the Grundtvigians
would have to say about that.”
Anna’s perception of a great divide between the “holy” people
who identified with Vilhelm Beck’s Inner Mission and the “unholy”
followers of N. F. S. Grundtvig, known as Grundtvigians, was very
common among the Danes around this time. On both sides of the Atlantic Ocean, the members of both groups disagreed vehemently on
a number of theological questions while still remaining within the
Lutheran fold. In the United States, the theological diﬀerences were
accompanied by earthly notions about how best to deal with one’s
cultural heritage. Whereas the Grundtvigians espoused a “holistic
model,” according to which Danish immigrants should gather in selfcontained Danish settlements complete with their own cooperatives,
schools, meeting houses, churches and so on that could help preserve
the national-ethnic community they regarded as a prerequisite for
receiving the gospel,22 adherents of the Inner Mission envisioned a
“minimalistic model” with Danish immigrants being first and foremost focused on receiving the gospel, instead of wasting their time on
a losing battle against the influences and opportunities of their new
home country. Thus, in the United States, these two groups not only
represented diﬀerent theological viewpoints; at stake was the larger
question of how to be Danish abroad.
In support of their “holistic model,” Grundtvigians launched the
Danish People’s Society in 1887. The aim of the Danish People’s Society was to establish Danish “colonies” throughout the United States
as a means of preserving Danish culture. It was headed by N. F. S.
Grundtvig’s son Frederik Lange Grundtvig, who had come to the
United States with his Swedish wife Christina in 1881. “If our young
people depart from what is Danish, then they become traitors to their
7

own people, and that will always carry its own punishment,” Frederik
Lange Grundtvig argued.23 His vision for the United States rested on a
union of nationalities, each retaining its own unique culture and language, as well as a culturally distinct relationship with God.24 Danish
immigrants identifying with the Inner Mission movement dismissed
this vision. “To prevent our children, who have been born in this country, from contact with its life and language is a violation of nature that
will haunt us later,” argued one of its leading representatives, Pastor
Peter Sørensen Vig, in 1888 25
Initially, it was the Grundtvigians who had the upper hand in this
debate, because they seemed to put people first, in contrast to the Inner Mission followers who seemed to put God first. This perception
followed in part from the social inequality that marked Danish society prior to 1900, in which the Grundtvigian pastors, folk high school
teachers, and farmers generally possessed more cultural and economic capital than the average adherents of the Inner Mission, who
were more typically smallholders, house servants, and day laborers.
As such, it seemed only “natural” for Grundtvigians to dominate their
local communities and set the course for their development. When
crossing the Atlantic Ocean to begin their new lives in the United
States, Danish immigrants had quite literally entered the same boat,
with the result that much of this social inequality was erased, as most
Danish immigrants struggled just to make a living. Yet, in accordance
with the traditions of the home country they had left, those Danish
immigrants with a Grundtvigian outlook still regarded themselves as
“natural-born” leaders among their peers.26
Moreover, many of the Grundtvigians were former folk high
school students and teachers. In accordance with the objective of
the folk high schools developed by N. F. S. Grundtvig,27 this experience had provided them with a very well-developed sense of the
world around them and strong skills in eﬀectively communicating
their opinions to others. They had been “revived” and as a result now
dominated, for example, the Danish-language newspaper Dannevirke
established in 1880.28
Such Grundtvigian claims to preeminence were bound to arouse
opposition, which they soon did in both Denmark and the United
States. According to Thorkild Hansen, the first resistance towards the
Grundtvigians grew out of the initially positive reception among Danish and Norwegian immigrants, who drew heavily on Grundtvig’s
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thinking in connection with their attempt to co-establish a Norwegian-Danish church in the United States in the 1840s.29
This mirrored the situation back in Denmark, where Vilhelm
Beck’s Inner Mission movement was established within the Church
Association for the Inner Mission in Denmark in 1861 in an attempt
to challenge the contemporary rationalistic and detached state church
shaped along Grundtvigian lines.30 Frands Ove Overgaard explains
that the first contours of a division began to appear in Denmark
around 1854. Around this time, the more pietistic Danish Lutherans
began to voice concerns about Grundtvig putting too much emphasis
on “living faith,” thereby reducing the authority of the Bible.31 They
also disagreed about the significance of playing cards, dancing, and
such indulgences, for which the more pietistically minded had no
tolerance at all.32 Both Hansen and Overgaard highlight the groups’
disagreements over the question of post-death repentance. This was
a very important question because it challenged the fundamental urgency of turning to God. The debate culminated in 1869, when Vilhelm Beck rejected Grundtvig’s positions and his authority outright.
“The people, who preach that it is possible to repent after death must
have studied at the Devil’s university,” Beck proclaimed.33
The break between the two streams of Danish Lutheranism, with
the Grundtvigians leaving the Church Association for the Inner Mission to form their own church society in 1898, influenced their countrymen in the United States. As a result, when the Danish and Norwegian immigrants formed their Conference of the Norwegian-Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America in 1870, it had a clear antiGrundtvigian profile, according to Hansen. The tension between the
groups intensified after the arrival from Jerusalem in June 1871 of the
Danish missionary Adam Dan, who had been called to Racine, Wisconsin to replace the Norwegian pastor Johannes Müller-Eggen. The
twenty-three-year-old Dan carried a letter of recommendation from
Vilhelm Beck. Yet just six months later he published an article in the
Norwegian-Danish church magazine the Lutheran, in which he stated
that he did not think of the Grundtvigians as constituting a sect. In his
opinion, Grundtvigians were “good Lutherans.”34
This generous pronouncement provoked an immediate response
from the newly appointed leader of the Norwegian-Danish church,
Pastor Dan’s predecessor Pastor Müller-Eggen, who contradicted his
junior and declared that “Grundtvigianism is perceived by us as the
9

most dangerous of all false doctrines taught in the Christian church today.”35 Pastor Müller-Eggen’s reply was supported in November 1873
by a complaint filed by four of his former parishoners against Pastor
Dan for teaching false doctrines in their church. In December 1874,
Dan was found guilty and ex-communicated from the NorwegianDanish church. “May such gross heresy and apostacy from our pure
Lutheran doctrine never again attain circulation among our Scandinavian brothers, but by all lawful and scriptural means be driven out
and exterminated,” the verdict read.36
When the Danish members of the Conference of the NorwegianDanish Evangelical Lutheran Church of America had grown enough
in confidence and numbers that they decided to depart from the
Norwegians in 1884,37 it was not possible for them to join the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. Organized in 1874, the
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church had a distinctly Grundtvigian
profile, to which Pastor Dan contributed and which was reinforced
by the arrival of Frederik Lange Grundtvig in 1881. Although some
vague attempts at a union were made, the Danish ex-members of the
Conference of the Norwegian-Danish Lutheran Church of America
established their own Danish Evangelical Lutheran Association in
America with its own associated theological seminary located in Blair,
Nebraska.38
This provided an inspiration for the “holy” members of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, where old disputes
fuelled by challenges in connection with the launch of their theological seminary and the Danish People’s Society intensified during the
1890s. With two thirds of its congregations leaving as a result of this,
the former power of the Grundtvigians was destroyed. When the
breakaway members merged with the Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Association in America in 1896 to form the United Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America, the Grundtvigians looked like a mere
shadow of themselves.
Origins of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
Around the time of the organization of the Conference of the
Norwegian-Danish Lutheran Church of America in 1870, there were
about thirty-five thousand Danish immigrants in the United States
without access to the sacraments and services of their home church.
As a response to these immigrants’ requests for spiritual support,
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three Danish Lutheran pastors were sent by the newly-established
Commission for the Furtherance of the Proclamation of the Gospel
Among Danes in America to support their countrymen across the
Atlantic Ocean. Traveling on the ship S.S. Thuringia, these three missionaries entered the United States through Castle Garden on June
13, 1871,39 but only one of the three missionaries initially stayed in
the United States.40 Thirty-nine-year-old lay preacher Andreas Sixtus
Nielsen from Aalborg and thirty-four-year-old pastor Andreas Christian Grove-Rasmussen from Horsens were the most experienced of
the three. Nielsen accepted a call to serve as pastor in Cedar Falls,
Iowa, after which he returned to Denmark to be ordained and collect
his family.41 The white waters in the wake of his ship paved the way
for Grove-Rasmussen, who had continued through Wisconsin and
Iowa to Nebraska, where he was struck by homesickness and had to
return to Denmark.42 Twenty-three-year-old Rasmus Andersen from
Vedelshave had fallen ill and was kept at the hospital in Chicago, Illinois.43
Despite the meager immediate outcome of this first missionary eﬀort, a missionary association with the objective “to gather our
countrymen in congregations” was organized in Neenah, Wisconsin
on September 9, 1872. By the end of 1872, the missionary association
numbered three congregations and three pastors, and by the end of
1873 had grown to twenty-six congregations and nine pastors.44 This
steady progress inspired the members to change the name of their
organization to the more self-confident Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America. The church they established in 1874, however,
was built on a cracked foundation, as the recollections of the thenseventeen-year-old Jacob Johnsen—whose father Ole Johnsen was the
first president of the Fairfield Scandinavian Lutheran Congregation in
Cedar Falls, Iowa—illustrate.
Johnsen reported a great deal of drama in connection with the visit of the lay preacher Andreas Sixtus Nielsen to the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America congregation shortly after his arrival
in the United States on the S.S. Thuringia in June 1871.45 The meeting
with the Danish missionary was taking place at Jens Madsen’s house,
when Madsen suddenly came running into the living room waving
a letter from some relatives in Denmark. They had written to warn
him against the heretical Grundtvigian views spread by Nielsen, who
was ordered to leave the house immediately. When Johnsen looked
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around, he could see tears in the eyes of many of the settlers, who had
gathered on the prairie for the first time that day in such a long time
to hear a message from their home country. What they witnessed instead was a confused Nielsen trying to explain himself, while Madsen
did not utter a single word. He just went to the door and opened it
for Nielsen.46 However, some of the settlers who found this treatment
excessive invited Nielsen to continue the meeting at the home of Jens
Andersen. Their meeting went so well that Nielsen later accepted the
call to become the first pastor of the congregation.47
Meanwhile, the crack within the larger church body continued to
grow, especially after a decision was made in 1886 to establish a theological seminary so as to reduce the dependency on pastors from Denmark. By the end of 1882, twenty-three out of thirty-one pastors in the
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America had been sent from
Denmark to the United States by the Commission for the Furtherance
of the Proclamation of the Gospel Among Danes in America.48 The
commission praised this initiative in a letter printed in Kirkelig Samler,
the journal of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. On
April 3, 1887, the commission declared that “the education of pastors
serving the Danish church in America ought to take place in America
so as to better meet local needs.” However, the associated independence would also almost inevitably lead to a reduction in the interest
and support from Denmark. As a result, the commission would soon
most likely have to “dissolve itself.”49
The leadership of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America was divided over the question of where to locate the seminary. Although four locations had been considered during their annual convention in 1886, with one location getting more votes, it was
decided to locate it in West Denmark near Luck, Wisconsin, where
Pastor Kristian Nørgaard had tried to establish a folk high school in
1884. The seminary was established in the empty buildings, owned
by Pastor Nørgaard’s widow, and inaugurated in 1887 with five seminarians attending the first year. They were taught by Pastor Thorvald
Helveg, who was their principal, while also serving as the new pastor
for the Danish congregation in West Denmark, which was doubtless
a contributing factor to the selection of this location. Helveg, a graduate of the University of Copenhagen, had been born into a long line
of ordained pastors in the Danish Lutheran Folkekirke. Members of the
church body believed that Helveg’s academic background had pre12

pared him to teach seminarians. Pastor Jens Pedersen from the Danish congregation in Sankt Peter’s Lutheran Church in Luck assisted
Helveg. So far, so good.50

Pastor Helveg and family. Pastor Helveg was one of the few Danish
pastors in America who had received formal education at the University
of Copenhagen.
Reprinted with permission from the Danish American Archive and Library,
Blair, NE.

The trouble began in 1888, when Helveg, anticipating increased
enrollment, presented the annual church convention with a request
for an additional staﬀ member. His candidate was a man who identified with the Inner Mission movement. Concerned that there be balance in the faculty, Helveg, who viewed himself as a Grundtvigian, argued that it was important to provide the seminarians with a balanced
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theological outlook. As a result, Pastor Peder Sørensen Vig, who at the
same time accepted a call to serve as pastor in Sankt Peter’s Lutheran
Church in Luck, was employed as Helveg’s colleague.51
In terms of background and life experience, Vig was in many
ways Helveg’s opposite. The oldest of twelve children, he had grown
up on a poor farmstead in Bøgvad near Egtved in the rural part of
southern Jutland with Askov Folk High School oﬀering his only opportunity for further education. After three years in the United States,
he returned to Askov in 1879, where he was admitted into the program training pastors for American ministry. Upon completion of the
commission’s examinations, he returned to the United States in 1884
to teach at the folk high school in Elk Horn, Iowa, while also serving a
rural parish between Elk Horn and Harlan, Iowa.52

Pastor Vig and family. Trained at Askov Folk High School in Denmark,
Pastor Vig became a spokesperson for the Danish immigrants with
Inner Mission leanings.
Photo courtesy of Sarah Kelly Potts.

Initially, the two men worked well together, but divisions soon
began to arise. Later, Vig would explain some of the causes as follows:
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Some of the causes of trouble between us were: He was a
minister’s son from Denmark, a graduate of the University of Copenhagen; I was a farmer’s son, who had merely
sniﬀed at the phial of learning in the authorized pharmacy.
He was a Grundtvigian; I, half Inner Mission. He was a
Danish Dane; I, a Danish American. […] And more disturbing than either of these was the inspiration Helveg received
from Clinton, Iowa.53
The inspiration from Clinton, Iowa, came from Frederik Lange
Grundtvig, who had come to the United States in 1881 to study ornithology, but, in light of the need for Danish pastors, was ordained
two years later to serve the Danish Lutheran Church in Clinton, Iowa.
Inspired by his father’s thinking that nature, history, and cultural expressions are signs of God’s ongoing creaton that should be celebrated,
he was instrumental in the organization of the Danish People’s Society
in 1887, which Vig and those with Inner Mission leanings despised for
being overly interested in earthly dimensions, thereby moving away
from proper Lutheranism.54
Given their diﬀerences and Grundtvig’s influence from Clinton,
Iowa, Helveg and Vig were soon in open conflict. According to Vig’s
biographer Theodore Beck, the student body at the theological seminary reflected this division, where the thirteen seminarians were divided into two groups of six and one in the middle. The seminarians
had to attend classes conducted by both teachers, but on Sundays,
“one group followed Vig to his service three miles away, and the others attended Helveg’s church,” Beck explains.55
The annual church convention in 1891 was convened to resolve
the dispute. Ironically, it took place in Clinton, Iowa, which allowed
Frederik Lange Grundtvig to give a long and very passionate opening speech, in which he warned against the destructive powers that
threatened to tear the church apart. He ended his speech by proposing
a resolution through which the attendees declared that “we of the different factions in the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America acknowledge each other as Lutheran Christians” and “we desire
honestly and faithfully to work in harmony.”56 The resolution passed
with seventy-one votes in favor and none opposed. However, as Pastor Helveg remarked, Pastor Vig belonged to the group of fourteen
attendees who had decided not to vote for the resolution. Vig replied
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that by voting otherwise, he would have had to recognize as proper
Lutheran doctrine statements such as “the Bible is not the word of
God,” which was contrary to his conscience.57
Grundtvig attempted to conclude the discussion by proposing a
new resolution that asked for Vig’s resignation, but before this new
resolution was put to a vote, Vig rose and read the statement, “Not
being able to remain in the position as teacher at the school for ministers without consenting to teachings that I consider un-Lutheran and
un-Christian, I do hereby resign my position.”58 Helveg responded to
Vig’s resignation by suggesting that an attempt be made to hire as his
replacement a theological candidate from the University of Copenhagen who also identified with the Inner Mission movement, with
whom he would do his best to develop a constructive working relationship. However, he continued, if the opposing faction explicitly
requested it, he would also step down from his position at the theological seminary. When, contrary to his expectations, this latter proposition was accepted by a minority of fourteen ministers and fifteen
delegates, it inspired Grundtvig to fly the Dannebrog at half mast between his residence and the church Sunday morning. Helveg declared
the following day that what had happened at the convention would
“not serve to keep the peace,” as it was nothing but the consequence
of a “desire for vengeance.”59
In response to these developments, the missionary commission
in Denmark sent its president, Pastor Thomas Severin Heiberg, to
host the next annual church convention. The outcome of this meeting,
which was held in Waupaca, Wisconsin, reflected a will to compromise in the sense that it was agreed on the one hand to discontinue
the Danish People’s Society and on the other hand to reopen the theological seminary with Pastor Helveg as principal. However, the new
board of directors at the theologial seminary then chose to introduce
a collective leadership that also included Pastor Vig.60 “This is a case
of unmatched treason,” thundered Frederik Lange Grundtvig in a letter to the editor of Dannevirke on December 21, 1892.61 Because of his
role as founder and current leader of the Danish People’s Society, he
had been heading the diﬃcult campaign to convince its members to
discontinue the organization. Kirkelig Samler also expressed great concern. “We are preparing our own downfall. Our situation has become
intolerable,” lamented an editorial published on December 28, 1892.62
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The crisis resulted in an extraordinary church convention held
in Chicago, Illinois on Februrary 21, 1893. Beforehand, a group of
seventeen people led by Pastor Vig and Pastor Jersild63 prepared a
proposal for the church to dissolve itself as a consequence of incompatible Lutheran beliefs and lack of cooperation. On the other side,
a group of fourteen pastors and sixty-seven supporters prepared a
resolution requesting critics of the current state of aﬀairs to withdraw
their membership.64 These proposals were discussed, but not put to a
vote. Instead, the majority argued that the church should first attempt
to strengthen its constitution, in order to reduce the church’s vulnerability in the face of the ongoing disagreements.65
The new constitution was adopted at the next annual convention, held in Racine, Wisconsin on September 25, 1893. As a reflection
either of a last urge to reunite or as a prelude to a cataclysmic end,
none of the delegates voted against it. As a precondition for continued
membership, the delegates agreed that a signature was required of all
pastors and congregations within the next three months.66 When the
results were published in Kirkelig Samler on March 5, 1894, the church
had been reduced to a mere shadow of itself. Forty-one pastors and
forty congregations had signed onto the new constitution, but fifteen
pastors and seventy-nine congregations had refused to do so.67
Grundtvigian Diﬃculties
With two thirds of their congregations gone, the remaining members of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, who still
believed in the Grundtvigian vision, had become vulnerable to internal dissent. They had to stick together if they were to realize their
dream of establishing little Denmarks across the United States.
Unfortunately, this seemed to be increasingly diﬃcult. For example, many seemed to think that it was either too expensive or not
constructive in terms of future possibilities to put their children in
Danish day schools. As a result, only eight Danish day schools existed in 1896. More communities, about twenty in total, oﬀered Danish school for about two months during the summer holidays of the
American school system. Generally, however, Danish school was only
oﬀered on Saturdays or Sundays. With the number of Danish immigrant children reaching more than 300,000 in 1900 (154,600 had been
born in the United States and 151,400 had been born in Denmark),
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this constituted a poor, parallel education system. When the Danish
teacher Christian Balling visited a number of urban and rural Danish
communities in 1901, he found that many parents, even in Grundtvigian communities, preferred to speak English at home. Their children,
who were attending American day schools, were in the process of losing their Danish language and with that their Danish culture, Balling
observed.68
In addition, it turned out to be more diﬃcult than expected to establish the Danish “colonies” that were supposed to be the backbone
of the Danish version of the United States. When the Danish People’s
Society embarked on their first colony, named Dannevang, in 1894,
they chose a location in the southeastern part of Texas, where the climate was supposed to be “mild,” resembling that of Italy.69 Frederik
Lange Grundtvig had played a key role in the identification of a good
location for the colony that should serve as a “fortress for Danish folk
life in America.”70 Five years later, a natural disaster hit the colony, in
the form of a hurricane followed by a flood. This was the turning point
for many of the 240 colonists, who wanted to leave. By then, unfortunately, many could not even aﬀord to.71
The challenges in connection with the Dannevang colony had a
negative impact on the support for the Danish People’s Society.72 Between 1892 and 1899, it shrank from 1,000 to 369 members,73 leading Frederik Lange Grundtvig to declare in 1901 that it had become
“worthless” and ought to dissolve itself.74 The crisis led to the chairman’s resignation in 1902, after which a majority voted in favor of
the organization dissolving itself. However, this could not be implemented because the voter turnout did not constitute the required quorum.75 In 1903, the organization hit a new record low with only 170
members left. In their local departments, they held a new vote about
the future of the organization. Thirty-eight voted for its dissolution,
forty-seven against.76
In the same period, all four midwestern Danish folk high schools—
another key component of the Grundtvigian vision—in Ashland,
Michigan; Nysted, Nebraska; Danebod in Tyler, Minnesota; and Elk
Horn, Iowa—also suﬀered from low attendance during the 1880s,
with great diﬃculties continuing for Ashland, Nysted, and Danebod
throughout the 1890s.77 In 1891, Karl M. Hansen, a teacher at Danebod
Folk High School in Tyler addressed their challenges.78 He compared
the low enrollment of fifteen students at Danebod Folk High School
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with the more than one hundred students at the former folk high
school in Elk Horn, Iowa, which had been transformed into a business school by its new headmaster Pastor Kristian Anker. Under the
heading, “Is it impossible to run a Danish folk high school?” Hansen
concluded that results-oriented English-language schools seemed to
be in high demand, whereas schools based on the Danish folk high
school tradition with its broader focus on personal development were
slowly dying.79
Emil Madsen and the Dream of Dagmar
It was onto this stage of diminishing support for the Grundtvigian vision, which eventually led to its abandonment by some of its
most prominent leaders, including Frederik Lange Grundtvig, who
returned to Denmark in 1900,80 that Emil Ferdinand Madsen made his
entry via a letter to the editor of Dannevirke on September 19, 1906. On
this day, the former teacher at the folk high school in Ashland, Michigan, who had since moved to Clinton, Iowa, where he was working
as a gardener and writer, proclaimed that he intended to carry on for
Pastor Plambeck81 and travel to North Dakota in order to search for
land for a Danish colony. He invited anyone interested to join him.
The trip would start in two weeks, Madsen declared.82
This proposal was in line with Madsen’s thoughts on how to best
preserve Danish culture in the United States, which he had outlined
in a brief and bombastic pamphlet in 1897. The premise of his pamphlet was a distinction between the Danish immigrants who “gather
in the defence of Danish culture and spirituality”83 and those who do
not. The latter would not be mentioned in the history books, Madsen
argued, for it was not easy to be a champion of Danish culture and
spirituality. These champions had suﬀered many great losses since the
organization of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
twenty-five years ago, he explained. Nevertheless, they continued to
march forward. “We have raised two banners above our stance that
are still pointing toward prosperity—the Star-Spangled Banner and
Dannebrog,”84 Madsen proclaimed.
Madsen strongly believed in Danish colonies as the key to this
fusion of Danish culture and American opportunity. “In our colonies,
our people fight heroically for what we as Danes have learned is good.
The colonies constitute the batallions of our army.”85 The youth could
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play an important role in connection with this. “Do you have a spark
of the holy fire in you, enabling you to shine a light in the dark for our
people?” Madsen asked his young readers.86
Madsen repeated these thoughts in 1902 in connection with a critique of the Danish People’s Society. Colonies will be the means to a
“happy future for Danish America,” he argues in a letter to the editor
of Dannevirke.87 They are economically viable as a result of the Danes’
superiority at farming, as compared to people from “less skillful nations,”88 which enables the Danes to “buy out the Yankees faster than
any of the auction houses are able to list them.”89 Unfortunately, in his
opinion, the Danish People’s Society had become lost in the details,
moving away from their main objective, which was to gather their
countrymen in colonies. In short, the Danish People’s Society was in a
“sad condition.”90
Emil Ferdinand Madsen was a Grundtvigian fighter. He was such
a passionate believer in the Grundtvigian vision that challenges on
many fronts, including the essential issue of establishing well-functioning Danish colonies, did not motivate him to scale back his involvement or quit as, for example, Frederik Lange Grundtvig did.
On the contrary, the obstacles he encountered drove him to raise the
stakes and invest even more in the quest for a Grundtvigian future
for the Danish immigrants. Within a Grundtvigian movement under
pressure, his response was to personally lead the way for his countrymen. He took matters into his own hands.91
Although Madsen’s vision attracted Johannes and Anna to Dagmar, their background within the Inner Mission movement made it
diﬃcult for them to feel at home in the Grundtvigian Dagmar that
Madsen ultimately established in October 1906.92 In August 1907,
Anna wrote to her sister Karen Marie in Denmark that while she was
happy about the development of their homestead, which allowed her
to sell a few eggs and a chicken on the local market on occasion, she
did not enjoy being surrounded by Grundtvigians, who were only
interested in their “forefathers, the progress of our times, and boring stuﬀ of the same token.” She missed the gospel and other “holy”
people.93 Johannes, in contrast to Anna, seems to have had a more
pragmatic outlook. We get a hint of this in Madsen’s account of the
founding trip to Dagmar,94 where he describes how his group, on their
way from Culbertson, Montana, passed a previously surveyed Dan20

ish colony established by the United Danish Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America with about two hundred homesteads taken already. A few hours further north, on the site where Dagmar would be
founded, he described the view of another Danish colony established
by the United Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America with
many houses built already.95 If Johannes had been as devoted to Vilhelm Beck and the Inner Mission movement as Anna seemed to be
in the letter to her sister in Denmark, he might have chosen either
of these both more developed and more “holy” colonies for his family’s homestead. In line with the majority of Danish immigrants to the
Unites States, however, he seems to have had a less dogmatic attitude
towards the ongoing theological debates and decided to stick with
Madsen.96
Despite the challenges of life in Dagmar, the Christensen household continued to expand. Anna gave birth to their second child, a son
named Ewald, on April 24, 1908. He was baptized on May 31, 1908
in the newly organized Nathanael Danish Evangelical Lutheran Congregation in Dagmar that was, of course, aﬃliated with the Danish
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, by a visiting pastor named
Hald.97 One year later, Anna became pregnant with their third child,
a girl, who was born on September 20, 1909 and named Karen Marie.
By then, however, everything was diﬀerent for the Christensen
family. One month before Karen Marie’s birth, Johannes had fallen ill
and died, becoming the first of the Dagmar settlers to pass on. The
announcement of Johannes’ death appeared on the front page of the
local newspaper the Medicine Lake Wave on Thursday August 26, 1909.
Under the headline “John Christensen dies suddenly,” the newspaper
reported that “last Thursday evening August 19th, the residents of
this vicinity were greatly shocked to hear of the death of John Christensen, a prominent farmer, who resided near Dagmar.”98 “Mr. Christensen had been working in the field until four o’clock, when he was
taken very ill and went to the house and laid down on the bed from
which he never arose, as death came at nine o’clock, he being sick less
than five hours,” the article continued. “The deceased is supposed to
have been overcome with heat, that along with the bad water he had
been drinking caused his death.”99 His death was a tragedy for his
family, but it impacted the community as well.
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Among the first to take land in the colony, and the first to die, Johannes’
death forced the homesteaders to dedicate a graveyard across the
corner from the church property.
Photo by the author. Dagmar, Montana, 2015.

Johannes’ death and its implications for the colony were significant enough to be mentioned in The Dagmar Diamond Jubilee Book,
1906-1981. According to this source, published to mark the first seventy-five years of Dagmar’s existence, his death led to the dedication
of a cemetery:
Madsen continued publicizing the colony in the Danish
press. He wrote of the healthful climate and the good drinking water. Indeed, it almost seemed as if the wells were fed
by the fountain of youth. When Karl Laursen at one of the
colony meetings had said, “We really should have a graveyard,” the others thought there was no hurry about that.
But death came here, too. A cemetery across the corner from
the church property was dedicated on August 21, 1909, and
on that day Johannes Christensen, age 32, was laid to rest.
One of the first to take land in the colony, he was now the
first to have a plot in the graveyard.100
Five months after Johannes’ death, Emil Ferdinand Madsen’s motherin-law Birgitte Johanne Knudsen, known simply as “grandmother,”
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died and was buried in the Dagmar cemetery. A settler named Frederik Christensen published a very detailed account of her funeral in
Dannevirke, which the settlers still regularly made use of to update
their countrymen about the ongoing developments of their colony. On
the day of the burial, Christensen recounted, a group of mourning settlers gathered at two thirty p.m. in the home of the deceased’s second
son-in-law Andreas Morsing in Dagmar, where they sang a hymn and
listened to a speech by Pastor Hald, after which they moved in a caravan of twenty-four vehicles to Madsen’s home:
While singing the hymn “O Gud ske lov det hjemad går”
(“Oh, thank God, we’re heading home”), they carried
grandmother’s dead corpse to the grave.
After the inauguration of the grave and yet another, shorter
speech by Pastor Hald, the flower-decorated coﬃn was put
to rest.
Grandmother had often walked to this hill between the
homes of her daughters Soﬃe Morsing and Mariane Madsen. There is a distance of 1.5 kilometers (about one mile)
between the two sisters’ homes, which grandmother used
to walk almost daily until three weeks prior to her death.101
Christensen’s decription of the burial ceremony was accompanied by
a lengthy obituary covering the time from Birgitte Johanne Jensdatter’s birth on Mors in the rural part of northern Jutland in Denmark on
July 19, 1831 through her immigration to Michigan, Iowa, and finally
Montana, where she spent her final two years. Christensen concluded
his warm and lengthy words of praise with the assurance that there
are “so many people here in America who will remember grandmother with gratefulness.”102
The fact that Johannes’ death was not mentioned in Dannevirke
confirms the above-cited observation in The Dagmar Diamond Jubilee
Book, 1906-1981 that Emil Ferdinand Madsen used Dannevirke as a
marketing tool for the colony. With the rare exceptions of Pastor Hald,
Frederik Christensen, and a few others, he had control of the newsgathering and dissemination from Dagmar between 1906 and 1910 via
letters to the editor of Dannevirke, which he used as a means for selective, rather than general information sharing.

23

Water, which, according to the Medicine Lake Wave had been one of
the likely causes of Johannes’ death, along with heat, appears to have
been a major concern for the settlers. Therefore, from the beginning of
the Dagmar settlement, Madsen put quite a lot of eﬀort into providing a convincing answer to this question through his writings in Dannevirke. On April 17, 1907, he reported that the settlers had founded
a cooperative with the aim of drilling for water that could now be
done much more cheaply than usual. Almost all of the settlers were
members, at eight dollars a share.103 On June 19, 1907, he followed up
with the report that their drill had not arrived yet, but that three water
sources had been established already. The water at depths from fifty
centimeters to three meters was, he reported, of the “best quality that
can be found on Earth.”104 On July 17, 1907, he writes that the drill
purchased by the cooperative was not very good, but new wells were
still being dug all the time. The water in one of these wells “is as cold
as ice and clear as crystal.” The water everywhere in Dagmar was “as
good as one could possibly desire,” so, he concludes, “the water question has now been answered.”105
Johannes’ death did not match Madsen’s promises of easy access
to high-quality water or the widespread expectation of achieving

In contrast to Dannevirke, where the Dagmar residents kept their
silence, the news of Johannes’ death was mentioned in the Medicine
Lake Wave on August 26, 1909.
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health and well-being by moving to Dagmar. In one letter in Dannevirke, Madsen exclaimed, “Many of us, who used to be weak, have
regained our strength and the entire colony is now as healthy and
fresh as in their youth.”106 Madsen tried to boost the pull factor of
the colony in Dannevirke by reporting favorable information as exclusively as possible. As a result, neither Madsen nor any of the other
settlers mentioned anything about Johannes’ death in Dannevirke. For
strategic reasons, it was better just to ignore it.
Rasmus Ingvard to the Rescue
The consequences of Johannes’ death were much more immediate for his surviving family. In September, one month after Johannes’
death, Anna gave birth to Karen Marie. At the age of twenty-nine, living on a homestead that had been farmed for less than two years, she
was now the sole provider for three children under the age of three.
The circumstances forced her to reach out for help from Denmark.
“In 1909, a letter arrived from America, where my sister and brotherin-law had a homestead,” her brother Rasmus Ingvard Poulsen Vad
reports. “My brother-in-law was dead, leaving my sister Anna behind
with three children—the oldest was three years and the youngest had
been born one month after the death of her father. Anna was asking
for help, and I was the one who could most easily go there.”107
Anna’s brother Rasmus Ingvard was sent to the United States at
the age of sixteen to help his sister. He left Copenhagen on the SS Hellig Olav, arriving at Ellis Island in New York on October 20, 1909.108
His intention was to stay in the United States for at least as long as
the Homestead Act required for Anna to get her deed of title. However, sickness left them with no other option but to leave Montana and
return to Denmark. “Before I left, I had to promise my father that I
would escort my sister if she wanted to return to Denmark, and when
she became very sick, we decided to sell the homestead. That is how
I happened to return from my trip to the United States at the age of
seventeen on May 20, 1910.”109
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Congress passed the Enlarged Homestead Act in 1909, enabling Montana
homesteaders to expand their claims from 160 to 320 acres. Three years
later, Congress reduced the “proving up” time from five to three years.
The subsequent deeds in the Dagmar area reveal the above plot locations
for the first group of Danish immigrants to reach Dagmar in October,
1906.111 According to Madsen, his six travel companions began the colony
by taking their claims side by side. We can deduce that they claimed four
plots in section 31 and two plots in section 32.112 Johannes’ plot, which
lay between Mølgaard’s and Andersen’s, was taken over by Hans Edvig
Rasmussen.113

In this 1976 interview, an eighty-three-year old Rasmus Ingvard,
who died a few months later, attributes their decision to sell the homestead and return to Denmark to Anna’s illness, but he does not mention anything about the cause of Anna’s sickness. An undated letter
from Anna’s mother Birthe Marie to Anna’s sister Karen Marie written
sometime during the winter of 1909 oﬀers a clue to that mystery.114
Birthe Marie asked Karen Marie to pray for Anna, who in a recent
letter has displayed great sadness. She has been “over-burdened in
soul and body” and as a result now believed that maybe God has
abandoned her.115 “She questions if she is a child of God.”116 Even in
her grief, Anna did not seem to question God’s existence, just his feelings toward her. Her faith in God was as strong as ever, but she won26

dered whether God also believed in her. “Am I being punished?,” she
seemed to ask.
Luckily, Birthe Marie continues, Anna did not send her letter immediately. Instead, she managed to attach this postscript: “Dear Mom
and Dad. Today I am fine. I can believe in my Savior’s mercy. He will
uphold and strengthen me and help me live a holy life.”117 Birthe
Marie concludes the letter by discussing Anna’s future. “Although Ingvard would have liked to stay for the remaining two years, they have
decided to return in the spring.118 A neighbor told them that if Anna
wanted to return to Denmark, she would not be denied the right to
do so, but she could not be gone for more than one year, which would
then result in too much travel, they thought.”119

Anna holding Johanne Marie’s hand, next to Rasmus Ingvard, in front
of her house in Dagmar on the day that they embarked on their journey
back to Denmark in 1910.
Reprinted with permission from Anna’s granddaughter Inger Elisabeth
Jakobsen, Grindsted, Denmark.

Anna’s Homecoming
Rasmus Ingvard, Anna, and her three children—Johanne Marie,
Ewald, and Karen Marie—returned to the same area in the south27

ern part of rural Jutland that Anna had left with Johannes five years
earlier. The children accompanied Rasmus Ingvard to Nordenskov,
where Rasmus Ingvard and Anna’s parents Jens and Birthe Marie had
established their new grocery store, which Rasmus Ingvard was to
inherit from his father (who became a widower in 1915 and died in
1926) and managed until his death in 1976.120 Anna moved in with her
sister Karen Marie, who in the meantime had become the manager of
the clothing department in merchant Johannes Nielsen’s grocery store
in Skovlund in the northern part of Ansager parish, about five miles
north of Nordenskov in the southern part of rural Jutland.121
Time had not stood still in Ansager parish while Anna had been
away. In 1901, Ansager parish had an approximate total of 1,789 inhabitants. The number had increased from 509 in 1801 to 2,820 in 1915.122
As a consequence of the rapid population growth – and the “Great
Awakening” that had been initiated by tears and screaming during a
youth meeting in Ansager School on Shrove Monday evening in 1888
– it had been necessary to enlarge the church in Ansager in 1889, expanding its maximum capacity of attendees from five hundred to six
hundred fifty.123 Two entirely new churches had been built—one in
Stenderup in the southeastern part of the parish in 1909, another in
Skovlund in 1910.124
On September 10, 1912, the bell on the new church in Skovlund
tolled for Karen Marie Poulsen Vad. When she stepped out of the
church in her wedding dress that autumn day, she was accompanied
by the owner of one of the prominent farms in the area known as
Mølbygård. As was mentioned in Part I of this narrative, the owner of
Mølbygård, Jens Mølby, was a blood relative of the Poulsen Vad family, rich, and religiously right-minded. As such, he had been a seemingly perfect match for either of the two sisters, including Anna, but
she had decided to move to the United States with Johannes instead.
Whether or not this had created tension between Anna, Karen Marie,
and Jens before or after Anna’s journey to the United States, it ended
on that autumn day in 1912, when Karen Marie gave her yes to their
thirty-nine-year-old bachelor cousin.
After her stay in Skovlund, Anna moved to Ølgod, about eight
miles northwest of Skovlund, where she was recorded in 1916 as living with her two daughters Johanne Marie and Karen Marie and managing her own clothing store.125 In 1928, she moved to Horne, about
ten miles west of Ansager, where she worked as the first leader of
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Horne Nursing Home until her retirement in 1945.126 Anna spent her
own last years in Skovlund Nursing Home. On September 14, 1955,
she died in the hospital in Varde and was put to rest in the graveyard
in Skovlund.127

Anna Christensen and her three children Johanne Marie,
Ewald, and Karen Marie (seated) after their return from
Montana, approximately 1918.
Reprinted with permission from Anna’s granddaughter
Inger Elisabeth Jakobsen, Grindsted, Denmark.
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Finding Sanctuary: How Danish American
Churches Helped Immigrants Navigate
Life in Uncharted Waters
By Krister Strandskov and Russell Lackey
A Bodtker Grant-funded Article
The summer before graduating from Grand View University, I
set out on a journey throughout the Midwest and California to photograph Danish American churches.1 My purpose in visiting these
churches was to discover what stories their architecture told. I wondered what tied them together as well as what made each unique. I
also hoped to learn more about my own Danish American heritage
by visiting the very places many of my relatives worshiped and even
pastored. Here is what I learned.
I did not have to search hard to see the most visible connection
with each congregation, namely: a ship hanging in the nave of the
sanctuary. This makes sense because such ships have a long tradition
in Denmark. In fact, the Latin word for ship is navis, the same word for
nave. But there was more to these ships than simply a long tradition:
these ships served as a powerful metaphor for the arduous journey
these early immigrants faced.
Many hear immigration stories and think of adventure and opportunity in this new world. This was a popular narrative shared in that
day. The reality was more challenging. One immigrant, Niels Poulsen
Dahl, wrote a letter to his family that read, “It is not EASY to adjust
to a foreign country, and NO more than back in Denmark is everyone
successful here” (January 12, 1885).2 Stories of pickpockets, crooked
business deals, and long hours in the factory were a hard reality for
these immigrants. The diﬃculties of assimilation and marginalization
caused many to either return to Denmark or move to rural Danish
American communities.
The hanging ship, which symbolized their journey in uncharted
waters, also served as a powerful reminder that these immigrants
were no longer on the ship that carried them from the old country. In
other words, they had to assimilate. Visiting these churches, I noticed
the outside of each church was diﬀerent. Upon further reflection, I realized that the exterior of these churches were similar to the exteriors
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of churches in their area. Thus, churches were built with brick in areas
where other churches were built with brick. In regions where plaster was used, these churches used plaster.3 This makes sense because
these immigrants needed to fit in with the surrounding culture. They
were no longer Danes, they were becoming Danish Americans.
Though the exteriors were diﬀerent, depending on location, the
interiors were similar. These sanctuaries were built in the Lutheran
style with raised pulpits, the altar front and center, and a communion
rail for kneeling. One common feature in many of these sanctuaries
were smaller replica sculptures of Bertel Thorvaldsen’s (1789-1844)
masterworks. Thorvaldsen was commissioned to produce sculptures
for Vor Frue Kirke, the National Cathedral of Denmark, after it was
destroyed by the British navy in 1807 and rebuilt in a neoclassical
style. His Christus sculpture is his most famous work and has been
replicated hundreds of times—copies stand in places as diﬀerent as
Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland and Temple Square
in Salt Lake City, Utah. Thorvaldsen is a source of pride for Danes and
it is little wonder that replicas of his Christian sculptures would be in
their sanctuaries.
Adding to the homogeneity of the churches I visited was the fact
many of the altars, pulpits, and communion rails were the work of the
same accomplished woodworker, Jes Smidt. Smidt came to America
as a young man and based much of his church woodwork on the altar
and pulpit of his childhood church in Tyrstrup, Denmark. In fact, in
a letter printed in Dannevirke on January 16, 1939, Smidt wrote, “As a
boy I often sat and admired the altar and pulpit in my church, but did
not dream at that time that in my old age I should manage to copy
it…. I believe I have made altars and pulpits that bear comparison
with the one in Tyrstrup.”4
Jes Smidt’s altar paintings were also meaningful. The one in Luther
Memorial Church in Des Moines, Iowa shows the Samaritan woman
at the well asking Jesus for living water. The altar at Dannebrog, Nebraska features Jesus as the Good Shepherd caring for his sheep. The
most vivid is the one in Askov, Minnesota that depicts a young David
protecting the sheep by killing a wolf. Might these paintings speak directly to the situation of these immigrants? Did they hope to find living water in a foreign land? Did they need a shepherd to carry them?
Were there wolves seeking to devour them? I don’t know. But what
I do know is that these furnishings inspired many worshippers. In a
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letter celebrating Smidt’s seventieth birthday, one person wrote: “Dear
Jes Smidt, Thanks for developing and using your God-given talents in
a large way to beautify our church so we can take pleasure and have
our spirits lifted. Long after you and I are taken home, your beautiful
work will speak its language to the coming generations.”5
This mention of language causes me to highlight an often overlooked feature in these sanctuaries, namely: the Bible verses written
in Danish that were either painted on or carved into the wood. These
words helped to tie parishioners’ worship together with their mother
or ancestral tongue. As Alfred Nielsen explains, “The services were
always in the Danish language. These farmers loved to sing the old,
majestic Danish hymns. Both words and music were part of the great
heritage they brought with them to the New World.”6 Inspired by N.
F. S. Grundtvig, these churches understood the power of the “living
word.” As Grundtvig’s hymn, “Built on a Rock,” says:
Through all the passing year, O Lord
grant that, when church bells are ringing,
many may come to hear your Word,
who here this promise is bringing;
“I know my own, my own know me;
you, not the world, my face shall see;
My peace I leave with you. Amen.”7
Reflecting on my journey, I find myself thinking about these early
Danish Americans and how their churches functioned as sanctuaries.
In a new land, the church was a safe place where they could get help
to navigate life in a foreign country as well as a connection back to
home. They could sing familiar hymns and hear sermons in their native tongue. They could gather to share struggles and to pray for God’s
deliverance. In the sanctuary, they could look around and see a statue,
a carving, or a ship suspended in the air and take solace knowing that
they were together in the ship of faith traveling to their eternal home.
This makes me think about today’s immigrants who are seeking
sanctuary in new lands. They, too, face the eﬀects of assimilation and
marginalization. They, too, desperately need communities of support.
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Unfortunately, many have been turned into political fodder. I want
better for these immigrants, especially in this country. I want to heed
the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s words: “We may have all
come on diﬀerent ships, but we’re in the same boat now.”

Endnotes
1

The Arnold N. Bodtker grant I received from the Danish American
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following locations: Fresno, CA; San Francisco, CA; Solvang, CA, and
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Altar, Danebod Lutheran Church - Tyler, MN
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Ship, Emanuel Danish Lutheran Evangelical Church, known as
the Danish Church—Yorba Linda, CA
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Psalm Book, Emanuel Lutheran Church - Yorba Linda, CA

Psalm and Altar Books, Emanuel Lutheran Church - Yorba Linda, CA
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Pulpit, Emanuel Lutheran Church - Yorba Linda, CA
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After Communion, Emanuel Lutheran Church – Yorba Linda, CA

Communion Chalices, Emanuel Lutheran Church – Yorba Linda, CA
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Pulpit Carving, Emanuel Lutheran Church – Yorba Linda, CA
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Altar, St. Francis Lutheran Church, San Francisco, CA
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Thorvaldsen’s Christus, St. Francis Lutheran Church - San Francisco, CA
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Thorvaldsen’s Baptismal Font, St. Francis Lutheran Church,
San Francisco, CA
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Altar Painting, St. Francis Lutheran Church – San Francisco, CA
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Sanctuary, St. Francis Lutheran Church – San Francisco, CA

Ship, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Ship, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Pulpit Carving, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Pulpit, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Ship, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Church Exterior, Bethania Lutheran Church – Solvang, CA
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Thorvaldsen’s Christus, St. Peder’s Evangelical Lutheran Church,
Minneapolis, MN
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Pulpit Carving, Bethlehem Lutheran Church – Askov, MN
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Altar, Bethlehem Lutheran Church – Askov, MN
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Pulpit, Bethlehem Lutheran Church – Askov, MN
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Organ Stops, Bethlehem Lutheran Church – Askov, MN

Ship, West Denmark Lutheran Church – Luck, WI
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Church Exterior, West Denmark Lutheran Church – Luck, WI
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Pulpit Carving, Luther Memorial Church - Des Moines, IA
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Pulpit, Luther Memorial Church - Des Moines, IA
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Altar Text, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA

Altar, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA
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Communion Chalices, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA
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Pews, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA
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Church Exterior, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA
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Corner Stone, Luther Memorial Church – Des Moines, IA
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A Biographical Sketch of S. D. Rodholm
By Renee Showalter-Hanson
Miriam Showalter, S. D. Rodholm’s youngest daughter, once
wrote that “in a visual memory to most of his friends, S. D. Rodholm
stands elegantly clad in what his wife laughingly called his grasshopper suit: black cutaway morning coat with grey striped trousers, red
tie, pince-nez spectacles fastened to his coat, his hair a halo of silver
curls.” Søren Peter Damsgaard Rodholm was born in Morke [Mørke],
Denmark in February 1877. He attended a private school, in spite of
his parent’s poverty, studied the classics, and was deeply influenced
by the Grundtvigian movement. He remembered fondly the religious
training he received there that enabled him to pass the entrance exams
to attend the University of Copenhagen. Because there was no money
to attend, he traveled to America at age fifteen and worked on a farm.
He returned to Denmark in 1896 and “read” [studied] law with an
attorney, but longed to return to the United States and did so in 1897.
Within a year of his return, he enrolled at Grand View College in Des
Moines, Iowa as its first seminary student. He met Marie Kjolhede in
a Latin class there, and the two were married in Newell, Iowa in 1901.
S. D., as he was known, began his ministry in a Fredsville church
near Cedar Falls, Iowa and the first of his eleven children was born
there. In 1906, the family moved to Copenhagen, Denmark, for a year
so he could study theology, then returned to Boston, Massachusetts.
The Rodholms came to serve parishes in Fredsville near Cedar Falls,
Iowa; Askov, Minnesota; at the folk high school in Tyler, Minnesota;
Luther Memorial Church in Des Moines, Iowa; as a chaplain at Camp
Dodge in Des Moines during the early days of World War I; and as
a commissioned oﬃcer in the United States Army. In 1910, S. D. was
invited to become a professor at Grand View College and served as
professor, president of the college, and dean of the seminary over a
thirty-year period. Rodholm believed strongly in the mission of the
college, as defined by its Grundtvigian heritage. In 1922, he was elected president of the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.
Throughout his life, Rodholm would engage in scholarly discussions about theology at church conventions and in the Danish publication Dannevirke. He would often describe himself “as a young radical who became an old radical.” He loved festivity, friends, song and
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good conversation. He also took great pleasure in translating Danish hymns and could often be heard by family members humming as
he worked out diﬃcult meters or rhyme. His interest in writing and
translations grew as he neared retirement.
S. D. Rodholm died of a heart attack on April 11, 1951, three weeks
after the death of his oldest son, Ansgar. His legacy includes his many
writings, translations, poems, paintings, and the enduring influence
he had on so many students, friends, and family. He is a beloved figure in the Danish Lutheran community and beyond.
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Recollections of S. D. Rodholm
By Peter D. Thomsen
In both pulpit and classroom, S. D. Rodholm was a great teacher
and a true servant of the church. His capacity for learning and discernment was enormous, yet he never used big words nor in any way intimidated anyone. To me, he was always the wise, old seer. He made it
very clear that his purpose in teaching was not to make cut and dried
theologians out of us. His purpose, rather, was to help us, his students,
become servants of THE WORD. He said many times, “Simple Christianity has been my life’s goal.” He hoped it would also be ours.
I can summarize what S. D. taught me in a few simple statements:
1) The Bible is indispensable for Christian preaching and teaching. We
must be careful, however, not to use it as a paper pope. 2) Anything
in either Hebrew or Greek scriptures that conflicts with the love and
spirit that is of Christ should not be taken seriously. 3) The imagery
of the Bible, not its literal language, conveys the message God wants
conveyed. Therefore, when dealing with a text, ask yourself—what
is the message here, the WORD behind the words? 4) Freedom is not
something that exists in and of or by itself; freedom is a gift that God
bestows on us in the fellowship of His church. We are made free from
something in order that we might be made free for something. 5) The
Holy Spirit is the one who brings us to life. He comforts and gives us
strength. He grants us the power, the nerve, the will, to live and act.
He nurtures us and sustains us in the hope that the good work God in
Christ has begun in us will on the last day be made complete. For all
this and more, I am grateful to the insights and dedicated teaching of
S. D. Rodholm. He was esteemed not only by me but by many other
people as well. At his best, he was as humble as an old shoe. I thank
God for every good remembrance I have of him.
From my Grand View College Years, 1940-42
Although he had previously translated a number of Danish
hymns, it wasn’t until about 1939-40 that S. D. began to translate many
of the folk songs commonly sung at Grand View College and wherever else Danish Americans gathered. I don’t know the exact number of
songs he translated, but I remember him coming to the college many
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times during 1940, just as our evening andagt (devotions) ended. With
him he would bring several typewritten copies of a song he was in the
process of translating. Wanting to try out his latest endeavor, he would
invite us to gather around the piano for a trial run. Then S. D. would
say, “I think this needs a few changes” or “I think this one sings pretty
well.” Once in a while, someone in the student body would suggest a
song he or she would like translated. S. D.’s usual response was, “No,
that one would be too diﬃcult,” but then he’d go ahead and translate
it anyway. His translation of the Danish Christmas songs became our
favorites. During the 1940 yuletide season, when we gathered in the
college dagligstue (the lounge of Old Main) to “sing Christmas in,” a
number of S. D.’s translations were used for the first time. This preChristmas gathering was a Grand View tradition. At an appropriate
moment during our week-long, every evening just-before-supperhour of singing, we would hear a Christmas story read by one of the
faculty members, then sing and dance around the Christmas tree. We
always ended with “Nu er det jul igen” (Now it is Christmas again).
I am under the impression that most of the Danish songs S. D.
translated, certainly those completed in 1940, were published in the
first edition of A World of Song. S. D. threw himself headlong into this
literary eﬀort. As a consequence, a large number of songs common
to the folk tradition of the Danish people are now available in English. Today we sing them with gusto at family camps, family reunions, small group gatherings, and at regional meetings in Des Moines,
Tyler, Solvang, and Menucha. It is true that no one nowadays is intensely engaged in translating Danish hymns or folk songs to English.
Every now and then, however, a single new translation appears, because somewhere, someone with both the interest and the ability said,
“Wouldn’t it be fun to also have this song in translation?”
From my Seminary Years, 1942-45: His Best Wine Saved for the Last
I’ll always remember the time S. D. opened and served the last
bottle he had on hand of his own homemade strawberry wine. The
occasion was a party for the seminary students, in his home. The date
probably was February 25, his birthday (I don’t remember the precise
year), but I had never before tasted such delicious wine. Many times
since, without luck, I have looked for strawberry wine in liquor stores
and wine shops. I’ll continue to do so. If I ever come upon some, I’ll
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buy a bottle or two. Then, the next chance I get, I’ll celebrate with my
seminary classmates, in remembrance of S. D., and say, “Skål, to S. D.”
In my recollections of S. D., it would be a sin if I did not mention
Mrs. Rodholm. She was a remarkable lady—strong, straightforward,
down-to-earth, kind, hospitable, and friendly. Whether at the college,
in church, on the street, or at home, she greeted us with a pleasant
smile. Whenever I stopped by at the Rodholm home, usually in the
evening, to have a visit with S. D., he and I would sit in his study
and talk about everything under the sun. Mrs. Rodholm would be
nearby in the living room, crocheting, knitting, or doing some kind
of embroidery. Then, at the proper moment, she would say, “Kaﬀen er
færdig” (the coﬀee is ready). She was, indeed, a gracious hostess. I especially remember the bridal shower she gave for my wife Kirstine, a
week or so before our wedding. S. D. had agreed to oﬃciate. Everyone
at Grand View [College] was invited, of course, as were members of
Luther Memorial Church. The reception afterwards was to be in the
college dining room, but it was Mrs. Rodholm who initiated this big
event in our lives with the shower she gave for Kirstine. While it was
being held in her home, S. D. invited me to join him for an evening of
conversation at his daughter Asta’s house. (Asta’s husband was in the
military at the time, so she and her two small children had moved to
Des Moines during the war to be near her parents.) The evening began
with small talk, then, out of the clear blue, S. D. said, “Would you like
a rum and Coke?” I had never before had one, but I wasn’t going to
tell him that, so I said, “Yes, that would be nice.” After a while, he offered me another one, then made one more for himself. I don’t remember how long we sat and nipped, but I remember wondering if, when
I got up, I’d be able to stand up. Fortunately, I was able to, so when
Mrs. Rodholm called to say the shower was over and we should come
and have coﬀee, S. D. and I walked the short distance to where he and
Mrs. Rodholm lived on Sheridan Avenue. Ever since that night, rum
and Coke has been a favorite drink of mine. I never have one without
thinking about S. D. and his dear wife. I believe her first name was
Marie, but she was always Mrs. Rodholm to me.
Some Remembered Sayings of S. D. Rodholm
“The gospel of John was not written as a biography, nor as a mere
chronicle of remembered events. It was written, rather, as an expres76

sion of John’s hope that the WORD, which meant so much to him,
might somehow come alive for those who were to come after him.”
In saying this, S. D. acknowledged his debt to Grundtvig, who proclaimed that the “living, spoken word is the vehicle of the Spirit.”
Grundtvig also taught that “the written word is the shadow of the
spoken word. Therefore, when writing the word down the best one
can hope for is that the shadow will bring out the living, spoken word
again.”
“The self-revelation of God, which began at creation, when the
first word was spoken, culminated when the last word was spoken,
that is, when the WORD was made flesh.”
“A sign is not important in itself, but in what it points to, and in
John’s gospel what the sign(s) always point(s) to is the WORD.” In
John’s Gospel the signs are the wedding at Cana (chapter 2), the healing of the Roman oﬃcial’s son (chapter 4), the healing of the thirtyeight-year old paralytic (chapter 5), the feeding of the five thousand
(chapter 6), the healing of the man born blind (chapter 9), and the raising of Lazarus from the dead (chapter 11). Each of these signs point to
the WORD, the one through whom God has spoken. He is the joy of
life, the health and wholeness of life, the bread of life, the light of life,
the resurrection and the life.”
“You cannot see the Kingdom of God from the outside. To see
God’s kingdom you must enter it … like a child. The nearest thing to
the divine on this earth is the little child in the cradle.”
“The true test of faith is taking Jesus’ word for it.” This was S.
D.’s comment on the healing of the Roman oﬃcial’s son. The oﬃcial
simply took Jesus’ word for it and went his way. “This is the supreme
picture of faith.”
“The WORD is the only foundation we have for faith.”
Commenting on John 1, John’s story of the first disciples, S. D.
said, “This was how it all began, just four young men walking with
the Master from Jerusalem to Cana. They were the first synod. A synod was mobile then. They were in no particular hurry. … After calling
his first disciples, Jesus began his ministry, by going to a wedding, not
a funeral.”
“You cannot reach true Christianity by logically thinking it out.
… Christianity is not a new teaching, that is, a new system of teaching. Christianity is life, and you don’t get life from books, schools, or
philosophy. Life comes from above.”
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“Jesus did not want to be a reformer, but a regenerator. No less
would do.”
“It is easier to condemn evil than to establish good. The only way
to do away with a life is to establish truth. The same holds true for evil
and good. Maybe you can stop something evil by force temporarily
but you can’t promote anything good by force.”
“When a church falls down in its spiritual work, it resorts to cleanup campaigns. It is not the business of the church to clean up a city.
That is the business of all decent citizens.”
“Grace is love that is undeserved. The true relationship between
God and man is grace.”
Low View of the Liturgy, High View of the Word
S. D. Rodholm would have felt uncomfortable and out of place in
today’s church of vested clergy. Cassock, surplice, stole, chasuble, pectoral cross, cape—all these were not just adiaphora, they were anathema to S. D. He also made fun of the Danish pibekrave (the fluted, ruffled collar that pastors in the Church of Denmark wear); S. D. called
it a “millstone.” The clerical collar worn by Roman Catholic and Episcopalian priests (nowadays also by many Lutheran ministers) was no
less ridiculous to him—he called it a “dog collar.” Thus, in terms of
clerical garb, S. D. Rodholm was very “low church.” When leading
worship services, he wore the plain black Geneva gown. The less attention drawn to oneself the better was his motto.
With regard to the church’s authorized order of worship, S. D. had
no qualms about taking a few liberties. It did not bother him to omit
the collect for the day. I don’t think he ever used it. The language of
the traditional collects was too penitential for him. (How many times
in the worship service do we have to repent, for heaven’s sake?) Therefore, instead of using the day’s collect, S. D., after the opening hymn,
went directly to the altar, faced the congregation, announced and read
the day’s Epistle. Immediately thereafter the congregation sang the
doxology (“Praise God from whom all blessings flow”). Then came
the second hymn and the sermon.
S. D. was a true ecumenist. From the pulpit, before reading the
Gospel lesson, S. D. would lead the congregation in the creed, saying, “Let us confess the faith into which we have been baptized.” It
was customary in the Danish church for the creed to be said aloud
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only by the minister, so, when confessing the faith, he used the word
“we:” “We believe in God, the Father, almighty, creator of heaven and
earth.” In the second article, he made a distinct and deliberate pause
after the word suﬀered: “suﬀered (pause) under Pontius Pilate, was
crucified, died, and was buried.” Instead of saying “descended into
hell,” S. D. always said “descended among the dead.” In the third
article he introduced the word “one:” “We believe in the Holy Spirit,
one holy Christian church.” At the end of the creed, he used the term
“life eternal” instead of “life everlasting.” He did this deliberately
because “life everlasting,” in his view, was a quantitative term. Our
focus should be on the qualitative character of the life that flows from
God’s spirit. Life eternal begins here, now, in this place, at this time,
among us, and within us.
Following his sermon came the prayer of the church. The words
used, however, were S. D.’s, not those of a book. He gave thanks “for
every good day and every good gift.” He made a petition for the
“church that exists within all churches.” He remembered and asked
God to be with “those who are afraid to die, and those who are afraid
to live.” During the years of World War II he enfolded the congregation’s concern in a petition for the men and women in the nation’s
armed forces, and he prayed that “we might win the peace and not
just the war.” His prayer was never long, and it always ended with
the Lord’s Prayer. I’ll never forget the first time I heard him say it. He
prays like a Presbyterian, I thought. “Forgive us our debts,” he said,
“as we forgive our debtors.” That is not the way Lutherans say the
Lord’s Prayer. It wasn’t until later, when I entered the seminary and
became S. D.’s student, that I learned the explanation for his choice
of words. Nowhere in the Greek New Testament manuscripts do the
words “trespass” or “trespasses” appear. The New Testament words
in Greek are “debt” and “debtors.” They are also by far the stronger
and more meaningful words, so why not stick with them? Why use
words that crept in as a liturgical addition sometime during the Middle Ages?
S. D. never used the salutation, “The Lord be with you.” To him
this smacked too much of triumphalism. For this reason also he never
raised his hands when pronouncing the benediction, and he never
made the sign of the cross. He simply faced the congregation, folded
his hands, and said the words of Aaron: “The Lord bless you and keep
you,” etc.
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The only time during the service when S. D.’s liturgical practice
allowed a “high church” appearance came after the sermon when, following the hymn that was sung, he stood before the altar and chanted
the collect for the Word. This may seem inconsistent with S. D.’s “low
church” stance, but if you know anything at all about his theology,
you know that chanting this particular collect was not incongruous.
For him, the WORD was the heart and soul of Christian worship. In
a special way, therefore, with praise and thanksgiving, he lifted up
the WORD, and he did this, I might add, in a beautiful way. He had
a strong, clear baritone voice, and there was nothing theatrical about
his chanting.
To these remembrances of S. D. Rodholm’s liturgical practices let
me add another. When he read the biblical lessons he refused to use
the words “thee,” “thy,” “thou,” or “thine.” This was not because he
had diﬃculty with the “th” sound, as many in his Danish peer group
did. No, his refusal to use these words was that he believed they were
archaic. To the average person in the pew, the words “thee,” “thou,”
and “thine” are formal words of address. They tend, therefore, to put
God oﬀ in the distance. There was a time, S. D. acknowledged, when
such words in the English language constituted a more personal form
of address, but in this century such words are obsolete. In reading
the scriptures, therefore, whenever S. D. came to a “thee” or “thy,” a
“thou” or a “thine,” he used, as a substitute, the word “you,” “your,”
or “yours.” Let it be remembered, this was before the Revised Standard Version of the New Testament was published in 1946. Only when
he led in saying the Lord’s Prayer did S. D. revert to the old English
“thee,” “thy,” “thine” form of address. (Some traditions die hard!)
Today, I think, S. D. might have preferred using the contemporary
ecumenical version of the Lord’s Prayer now optional in the Lutheran
Book of Worship.
Was S. D. an iconoclast? Yes and no. If he could have had his
way, he would have removed the altar from the church. In its place
he would have placed a big, very generous-sized table with maybe
one chair at the head. On the wall behind that he might have had an
appropriate original painting. He did not, however, care for stained
glass windows, statues, cathedral-size candelabra, missile stands,
huge pulpit Bibles, eternal lights, etc. He certainly would not have
tolerated acolytes playing church. “Plain is better” might well be the
motto that describes S. D. Rodholm’s low church liturgical taste. One
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should not conclude from this, however, that he had little aesthetic
sense. He loved great art in all its forms, but the right setting for these
was not the ordinary church typical of most Danish congregations in
the United States.
Changes that S. D. made in the Sunday service were not made
without forethought or explanation. He did not believe in doing
something just because “that’s the way it’s done in other churches.”
Chris Sorensen, therefore, who took up the oﬀering at Luther Memorial Church in Des Moines, could put the collection box where he always did, in the windowsill of the large west side window. S. D. had
no appreciation of the so-called theology of stewardship that ends up
making a big production out of every Sunday’s oﬀering. The mode
of giving, common in Jewish temple worship (cf Mark 12: 41-11 and
Luke 21: 1-4) was, in S. D.’s view, the more appropriate way for a
church to collect its money.
S. D. did not consider the frequency of the Eucharist to be of any
great importance, nor were the elements of bread and wine in themselves of any great importance. What was important in this sacrament
is the WORD and Spirit. That was his view. With regard to the inner meaning of Holy Communion, S. D. found no satisfaction in traditional church doctrine. He regarded the Roman Catholic view of
transubstantiation (“it looks like wine, it tastes like wine, but it is the
blood of Christ”) as “hocus pocus,” akin to magic. Consubstantiation,
the Lutheran view, that Christ is truly present in, with, and under the
bread and wine, was not much diﬀerent. Who in the world can explain what “in, with, and under” means? The Reformed view (Zwingli) that Christ is present in this sacrament to those who believe he is,
makes more sense. Yet even this does not explain the significance of
Holy Communion in Christian worship. S. D.’s personal explanation
was much simpler. The image of the table, as opposed to the image of
an altar, is the key to understanding what the sacrament is about. “An
altar is a place where you go to give something,” he said. “A table is
where you go to receive something, and the fellowship of those who
gather around the table is the most important thing about it.” This is
what gives Holy Communion its special meaning. We go to Communion to receive, in fellowship with each other, that which is given—the
love, forgiveness, and peace of God.
For some pastors in the Danish church, the sacrament viewed in
these terms was considered dangerous and definitely not Lutheran.
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Their criticism, however, and the charge they brought against S. D.,
grew out of his liturgical practice, not out of his stated or written
views. For when S. D., acting as oﬃciant at Communion, distributed
the bread and wine, he did not say, as the rubric in the Danish Altar
Book required, “this is the body of Christ, this is the blood of Christ.”
No, S. D. left out the word “is” and said, instead, when giving the
bread: “Christ’s body,” and, when giving the wine, “Christ’s blood.”
One pastor took oﬀense at this and wrote in the oﬃcial periodical publication of the church (Kirkelig Samler) that S. D. Rodholm was promoting, indeed teaching in the seminary, a view of Communion that was
definitely not Lutheran, and he should be called to account for this.
The matter came to a head at the 1941 convention of the church
in Troy, New York. I was present and recall what happened. One day,
on the convention’s agenda, time was allowed for S. D. Rodholm to
respond to the charge that had been made against him in Kirkelig Samler. When the precise moment for this arrived; however, S. D. stood up
and said he would gladly explain his views, but since he was scheduled to be the convention’s evening speaker, he would prefer to use
that time to clarify his stance. The convention agreed this would be acceptable, though a few pastors were disappointed, because now they
would be unable to engage him in debate. To satisfy them to some
extent, at least, S. D. then and there explained his omission of the word
“is” when distributing the elements of Communion. He said he first
heard the form “Christ’s body, Christ’s blood” used by a bishop of the
Church of Denmark, and he liked it so much he decided that henceforth he himself would use it, as indeed he had for many years. I do not
recall precisely what S. D. said in his talk at the convention’s evening
meeting. What I do recall is that he used Grundtvig’s hymn “O Kristelighed” as his text, and my impression, as much of it as remains, is
that with this text as his base, he made a passionate presentation of
Grundtvig’s Christian/human (theological) view of life. Afterwards,
and at the convention’s session the next day, there was no further discussion regarding S. D.’s simple yet “radical” view of Communion.
For me, the stanza that most strongly supports S. D.’s view of
the Eucharist is the one written in Grundtvig’s hymn “Mindes vi en
fuldtro ven:”
Naar da om dit Nadverbord
Trindt og tæt vi tage sæde
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Med den tro, at i dit ord
Du er sandelig tilstede,
Mindet gløder i vort bryst,
Har paa tungen englerøst.
(When we gather around the board,
The sacrament to take,
With the faith, that in your word
You truly are present,
The memory glows in our breast,
And angel voices fill our mouths.)
I know of nothing more Lutheran, more Grundtvigian, or more Christian than that.
It is said that S. D. Rodholm and other leaders in our Danish
church spent too much time squabbling. Perhaps that is so, but S. D.
and those other leaders were what they were. They knew where they
stood. They were not afraid to be diﬀerent. They did not hesitate to
speak up. They did not worry about being popular. Their diﬀerences
in theological matters and in liturgical practice were never so great as
to tear them apart. Whether one was a conservative Lutheran, a less
conservative Lutheran, a liberal, or a radical thinker, there was room
in the church for everyone. One knew one belonged! When our church
merged to help form the Lutheran Church in America we lost something. Only little by little, as our former congregations were “taken
over” by pastors from outside our tradition, did we begin to realize
how much we had lost. These “new” pastors were often totally insensitive to our past. A number of them, because they were Pietists or high
church prancers, had no use for our theological thought and no understanding of our low church liturgical practice. Our Grundtvigian
philosophy regarding the essential goodness of human life was incomprehensible to them. We tried through the Danish Interest Conference to correct this and failed. Thus, another merger came along. Two
church bodies with diﬀerences in ecclesiology were brought together.
The ELCA was formed, and nothing since has worked very well. Can
this organized monstrosity we’ve made be fixed? I don’t know and it
doesn’t matter much to me personally. I am now among the retired
ones and therefore “on my way out.” Perhaps something was gained
when the ELCA was formed. Certainly we are not part of the Ameri83

can church scene. We are no longer Danish or European transplants.
And yet—I miss S. D., Arild Olsen, Alfred Jensen, V. S. Jensen, J. C.
Aaberg, Johannes Knudsen, Ernest Nielsen, Enok Mortensen, Ejnar
Farstrup, and many others, not to forget the many lay people who
helped to give us our identity and our strong, strong sense of community. If only our children and our children’s children could experience
something similar and be as richly blessed. Perhaps someday in the
ELCA, and if not there in some other church, a regeneration of life and
spirit will emerge. Let us hope so!
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A Little About My Father, Peter D. Thomsen
by Kathy Thomsen
Peter D. Thomsen (1922 - 2015) was one of eighty-two students at
Grand View College (GVC) in 1940. The students came from Danish
immigrant communities all over the United States, including Chicago,
Illinois; Seattle, Washington; Los Angeles, California; Kimballton,
Iowa; Tyler, and Askov, Minnesota; Racine, Wisconsin; and in my
father’s case, Marinette, Michigan and Menominee, Wisconsin. He
was a first generation American; his parents had immigrated to the
United States from Langeland, Denmark shortly before he was born.
His experiences in Danish Lutheran church communities around
the country reflect many of the changes that came about as Danish
Americans integrated into their local communities and tried to
balance the competing demands of fidelity to their cultural heritage
and fidelity to the Christian message of outreach and inclusion.
Nearly everyone in the student body and all but one faculty
member were fluent in both Danish and English. The Danish folk
school spirit was GVC’s hallmark. This meant, among other things,
that the president of GVC and his family lived with the students at the
college. N. F. S. Grundtvig’s philosophy was profoundly influential
at GVC among both faculty and students. After evening devotions,
which my father said never lasted more than ten minutes, the
students would gather around the piano to sing from the old red song
book containing 636 songs in Danish and another 80 in English. The
students from Askov were apparently the stars, as they knew almost
every song in the book. It was a big event when the first edition of the
World of Song came out in December 1941. (This was the three-ring
binder, a dark blue book with ten separate little books for diﬀerent
types of songs.) In 1958 the new green hardcover second edition
World of Song came out, with some new translations of songs by S. D.
Rodholm. The GVC sing-alongs were where S. D. tried out many of
his translations to ensure they were indeed singable.
My father was a Grand View Seminary student from 1942-45,
during which time his principal teachers were S. D. Rodholm, Johannes
Knudsen, and Ernest Nielsen. S. D. was not only a teacher but a friend
to both my parents. He oﬃciated at their wedding at Luther Memorial
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Church in January of 1945. My mother, Kirstine Thomsen (née Toft),
was from Tyler, Minnesota. My father was ordained on September
8, 1946, and installed the same day as pastor of Our Savior’s Danish
Lutheran Church in Omaha, Nebraska. While English was the
principal language of the services, he also held two Danish-language
services each month. My mother led a Danish folk dance group that
met at the church and gave exhibitions around the city.
During his pastoral career, my father shepherded several churches
through the transition from being Danish-focused to becoming more
ethnically and linguistically inclusive. In 1951 my father accepted a
call to First Lutheran Church of Montcalm County, Michigan (near
Greenville), one congregation consisting of five parishes. These five,
geographically scattered Danish churches kept my father extremely
busy. Several times throughout his ministry my father was called to
serve a Danish congregation about to experience a transition. Such was
the case in Greenville, Michigan. My father brought diﬃcult questions
to the church council: What is our purpose? Whom are we really here
to serve? How are we going to reach prospective new members if we
simply carry on in our comfortable, familiar ways? He pointed out that
in four of the five churches, services were held two Sundays a month,
and the time schedule kept rotating. How could this setup possibly be
inviting to new people? Eventually a plan was made and approved
to re-configure these congregations, and my father stayed for another
three years in Greenville. He helped see these changes through before
moving to Lester, Pennsylvania to attend graduate school. We lived
in Lester, Pennsylvania in 1957-58 in an old commercial bakery while
my father attended Mt. Airy Lutheran Seminary in Philadelphia. He
served St. John’s Lutheran Church part-time for this year.
In 1958 he received a call from Trinity Lutheran in Chicago, Illinois,
a Danish church on the northwest side of Chicago, which was also, as
it turned out, on the brink of change. Having recently voted (before
my father arrived) to become a neighborhood church, welcoming even
those who weren’t Danish, my father saw his role as helping Trinity’s
congregation put flesh on the bone of its new purpose statement. He
enrolled in a seminar for pastors serving inner city churches. They met
at Hull House, the settlement house made famous by Jane Addams.
Prompted by questions raised in this seminar, my father convinced
the church council to do a thorough neighborhood demographic
study. Knowing, now in great detail, who their neighbors were,
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Trinity began reaching out to those neighbors. They printed brochures
and distributed them in the neighborhood. They started a morning
coﬀee klatch, attended by a few single mothers, among others. A few
men started a boy scout troop. They had a truly open door policy with
regard to their neighbors.
All this activity took my father’s time and energy, and he began
hearing complaints about ignoring the long-time Danish members
who lived far away from the church. An energetic, young parish
worker, Joanne Chadwick, was hired. The church hosted weekend
camps, Halloween parties, and joined several other Chicago churches
in an Easter sunrise service. Jo Chadwick primarily served the new,
neighborhood population while my father held things together
administratively and tended primarily to the older Danes. The
neighborhood began to change rapidly as many Spanish speaking
people moved in. My father was energized and didn’t feel his work
at Trinity was finished, but he received a call from St. Peder’s in
Minneapolis, which he ultimately decided to accept.
In 1963 we moved to Minneapolis, where my father began serving
St. Peder’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, a Danish church previously
served by Rev. Ottar Jorgensen. St. Peder’s had recently built a new
church in a growing neighborhood. Many members were of Danish
heritage, but becoming a neighborhood church was an important part
of its mission. My father was actively involved in social justice during
these years. Supported by the members of St. Peder’s, he attended
the March on Washington in 1963 and heard Martin Luther King, Jr.
deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech. These were the years of the civil
rights movement and Viet Nam War, diﬃcult times for the country,
and for St. Peder’s.
After nine years in Minneapolis my parents moved to Detroit,
where my father began serving another congregation about to
experience a major transition. St. Peter’s Danish Lutheran Church
of Detroit, Michigan had called its first non-Danish pastor prior to
my father’s arrival. That pastor had suggested the word “Danish”
be removed from the name. In what was apparently a very spirited
congregational meeting, the name change was not approved, and the
pastor left shortly thereafter. In Detroit my father found yet another
congregation needing to do some soul searching about its mission and
make some serious decisions about its future. Danish members drove
into the city from far away suburbs every Sunday. After the service an
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elaborate Danish open-face sandwich lunch was served, after which
everyone went back to the suburbs. The neighbors in the area had
nothing to do with the church. The situation could not be solved
easily. My father laid out what he saw the choices were, and did his
best to help the congregation decide what it wanted to do.
In 1979 he accepted a call to the Danish church in Withee,
Wisconsin, which was to be his last call before retirement. Just after
arriving in Withee, my parents learned the church in Detroit had
decided to merge with another congregation, one of the choices my
father had explored with them. In Withee my parents were again in
a rural setting, in what had once been a Danish community. They
lived there for about six years, after which my father retired from the
ministry.
These biographical details do not shed much light on the quality
of life my parents led, or on the genuine human relationships they
built throughout their lives. It is necessary to note one fact: every
church that called my father was fortunate also to get my mother, who
immigrated to the United States with her family from the island of
Mors in Jutland in 1929. Both my parents were conversant in the Danish
language, comfortable with Danish culture, and worked equally hard
in complementary ways serving many diﬀerent congregations.
My parents exhibited complete congruity between faith and life,
between who they were, what they believed, and what they said and
did. They never called attention to themselves. Grundtvigian ideas
were integral to their way of living, but I don’t remember them talking
much about those ideas. The congregations they served, my brother,
Peter, and I, and our respective families couldn’t have been luckier
than to have our lives touched and shaped by these two remarkable
people.
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Bunch, Mads. Isak Dinesen Reading Søren Kierkegaard:
On Christianity, Seduction, Gender, and Repetition. Cambridge: Legenda,
2017. xiii, 183 pp.
Reviewed by Troy Wellington Smith
In the inter-and post-war periods, the Danish baroness Karen
Blixen published, in English, several story collections and the autobiographical novel Out of Africa in the United States under the nom de
plume Isak Dinesen. These same works appeared soon after under her
legal name in her own Danish translations in Denmark. During the
same period, works by Dinesen’s deceased countryman Søren Kierkegaard were being translated into English and published in the United
States by Princeton University Press. No longer merely “world-famous
in Denmark” (as the saying goes), Kierkegaard became a shibboleth
for anxious intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic. If the Danish
philosopher was praised as a prophet, whose prolepsis of the present
age proved to be uncanny, then Dinesen was valued for directing her
gaze in the opposite direction, away from the horror of the present
and towards the refinement and noblesse oblige of the previous centuries. Both authors provided their reader with something of essential
importance; the one explained modernity; the other oﬀered an escape
from it—if ever so brief.
Mads Bunch’s new book, Isak Dinesen Reading Søren Kierkegaard:
On Christianity, Seduction, Gender, and Repetition, is, to my knowledge,
the first monograph to be devoted exclusively to Kierkegaard’s influence on Dinesen, aside from Bunch’s own PhD thesis, The Devil’s
Advocate: Reading Blixen in the Light of Kierkegaard, which he submitted to the University of Copenhagen’s Department of Nordic Studies
and Linguistics in 2013. As a synthesis of his thesis and a handful of
articles he has published on Kierkegaard and Dinesen, Bunch’s Isak
Dinesen Reading Søren Kierkegaard will probably be the first resource
anyone interested in this subfield will consult for many years to
come. Bunch has done an admirable job combing the Dinesen archive
for new material on Dinesen’s reception of Kierkegaard, and his assiduousness has both bolstered his own arguments and corrected
a number of his predecessors’ omissions and misconceptions. Employing the theory of Harold Bloom’s seminal treatise, The Anxiety
of Influence, and Gérard Genette’s notion of “serious parody,” Bunch
demonstrates how Dinesen reads—and willfully misinterprets—Ki89

erkegaard in her variations on his works; misprision is the essence of
literary agon, as Bloom understands it. By drawing on The Anxiety of
Influence and Genette, Bunch has chosen a fruitful means of analyzing
Dinesen’s position vis-à-vis Kierkegaard; one only wishes that he had
applied these methodologies more thoroughly and consistently in his
discussion of Dinesen’s texts. The implications of employing an Oedipal theory such as Bloom’s “anxiety of influence” to a female author,
especially one who chose to publish her work under a male penname,
should be of interest to an author whose book’s subtitle includes the
word “Gender.”
In the introduction, Bunch wisely makes a point of alerting his
reader to the fact that “the views and opinions on Kierkegaard presented in this book are not my view or opinions on Kierkegaard. They
are exclusively Dinesen’s views on Kierkegaard (or rather my interpretations of Dinesen’s view on Kierkegaard) — and often they are not very
nuanced” (5). With this disclaimer, Bunch washes his hands of the
parodic Kierkegaard of Dinesen. This step is a necessary one, but the
reader might like to know just how exactly Bunch’s own interpretation of Kierkegaard diﬀers from Dinesen’s. This subject would perhaps be best saved for another book, but it is vital to note that recent
advances in Kierkegaard scholarship have placed the philosopher in a
camp closer to the materialist position assigned to Dinesen by Bunch.1
In the section entitled “Christianity,” Bunch quotes a letter from
Dinesen to Johannes Rosendahl, in which she contrasts her Weltanschauung to that of the Christians she knows. Instead of relying exclusively on the Bible, as these Christians allegedly do, she writes
that “[a] multitude of renowned historical events . . . have helped to
form my view of the context of human life, without therefore having given me an absolute explanation on the very being of life and
the universe” (qtd. in Bunch 42). While an epistemic arrogance may
characterize certain Christians, this sort of self-assurance is a far cry
from Kierkegaard’s much more tentative stance. First of all, the philosopher was skeptical of biblical scholarship, and for him faith was
not an objective fact that could be rationally justified; rather, it was
a subjective premonition to which one clung with passion, however
absurd it might seem. The Christian Kierkegaard may well be a straw
man in Dinesen’s reading, but Bunch’s book would be more robust if
he had demonstrated just how far Dinesen departs from the “real”
Kierkegaard.
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As Bunch argues in the next section, “Seduction,” Dinesen contests “the common notion of seduction and the (male) seducer . . .
of the nineteenth century where man played the role as the active
and cunning part in a seduction, and woman the passive and innocent part” (73). In the character Annelise of the early tale “Carnival,”
Bunch finds an honest, feminist alternative to Kierkegaard’s deceptive, misogynistic Johannes the Seducer, who dresses up as Kierkegaard for a masquerade, and suggests to a potential lover that they
spend the night together—but it can only be that one night alone. Johannes the Seducer, on the other hand, abandons the young Cordelia
unexpectedly after they consummate their relationship. Bunch identifies Pellegrina of “The Dreamers” as a contrast to the male Don Juan
of Kierkegaard’s essay “The Immediate Erotic Stages,” since she “seduces without eﬀort” (82). And yet, such a character is not actually
a subversion of Kierkegaard’s authorship. One finds a woman (or a
girl, rather) who seduces eﬀortlessly in the Cordelia of “The Seducer’s
Diary.” According to the pseudonym A, who introduces the “Diary,”
Johannes’ “aﬀair with Cordelia was so intricate that it was possible for
him to appear as the one seduced.”2 Kierkegaard biographer Joakim
Garﬀ has even claimed that the novella “ought to have been titled
‘The Seduction’s Diary.’ … For indeed, the diary presents some quite
clear instances of the reversibility of the traditional codes of activity
for the sexes.”3 Here again, Bunch cannot be faulted for omitting this
counterevidence, since his book is dedicated to Dinesen’s reading of
Kierkegaard. Still, if he were to write a longer book, or a sequel to
this one, the discussion would be richer if he were to highlight the
manifold ways in which Dinesen’s Kierkegaard diﬀers from the Kierkegaard of twenty-first century scholarship—the philosopher as he
is now understood.
In the conclusion to his book, Bunch asserts that Dinesen’s “stories
are concrete, materialistic counter-stories to biblical narratives and to
Kierkegaard’s theoretical-idealistic works” (171), a claim that might
have been true in Dinesen’s eyes, but that does something of an injustice to Kierkegaard. The appeal of Kierkegaard to fiction writers
such as Dinesen lies precisely in the fact that he often put fictional
(“concrete”) flesh on the (“theoretical”) bones of his philosophy, most
notably in narratives like “The Seducer’s Diary,” but also in his use of
pseudonyms as literary characters. More perplexing is the table on the
conclusion’s penultimate page:
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Kierkegaard – Dinesen
Christianity – Atheism
Religious – Aesthetic
Philosopher – Artist
Theoretical – Pragmatic
Spiritual – Sensuousness
Man – Woman
God – Devil
“All in all,” Bunch concludes, “we can juxtapose Dinesen’s view on
Kierkegaard, Christianity, and gender in relation to Kierkegaard in
these pairs of opposites” (172). While Bunch has convincingly demonstrated that each of these binaries holds true to some extent, this
schema feels more like an introduction than a conclusion. In other
words, this book would have benefited from a reconsideration and
a finer analysis of the binaries with which it begins and ends. Surely,
Kierkegaard is not a purely “religious” author, not even in Dinesen’s
own estimation of him, nor is Dinesen entirely “aesthetic,” either. Furthermore, Kierkegaard is as much of an artist as a philosopher, something Dinesen undoubtedly would have recognized, just as she would
have admitted certain philosophical tendencies in her own work.
In this review of Isak Dinesen Reading Søren Kierkegaard, I have chosen to occupy myself mostly by pointing out the places where Bunch
could have elaborated his argument in order to give it more nuance
and depth. I could have just as easily spent my time citing the many
examples of fine work Bunch has done, particularly in the Dinesen
archive, but that would have, to some extent, defeated the purpose of
this review. Instead, what I had hoped to do was to give an impression
of the wide and fascinating subfield that Bunch has opened up with
his book, as well as to suggest some of the directions that the future
scholarship in this subfield might take. Whatever direction that may
end up being, Bunch’s Isak Dinesen will serve as a valuable resource for
future generations of Dinesen-Kierkegaard scholars.
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1 For

the materialist Kierkegaard, see, for example, Michael O’Neil Burns,
Kierkegaard and the Matter of Philosophy: A Fractured Dialectic (London: Rowan
& Littlefield, 2015).
2 Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, 2
vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 1: 308
3 Joakim Garﬀ, Søren Kierkegaard: A Biography, trans. Bruce H. Kirmmse
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 280.
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Jennifer Eastman Attebery. Pole Raising and Speech Making: Modalities
of Swedish American Summer Celebration. Logan: Utah State University
Press, 2015. 208 pp.
Reviewed by Christopher Oscarson
In a conversation with a colleague several years ago, I was surprised to find out that we were both exactly one quarter Swedish—I
through my paternal grandfather and he through his maternal grandfather. This was unexpected because based on his appearance, family
traditions, and last name, I had never anticipated that we might share
this common ancestral heritage. Whereas my family has tended to emphasize its connections to Swedish culture, his has focused on links to
Japan. There are good reasons that account for the diﬀerences in our
families’ respective cultural identification, but the variability of how
we each see our own ethnicity underscores what ethnographers and
folklorists have known for a very long time: there is nothing automatic or straightforward about the expression of ethnic identities. Being
Swedish American, Japanese American, or anything else is far more
than what can be measured in a DNA test or observed in hair or eye
color. As such, the study of ethnicity is not the search for essences or
origins, rather the performance of identity within the bounds of given
cultural contexts. This might make it sound as if ethnic or cultural
identity is completely arbitrary, but this is not the case. Political, economic, social, religious, and environmental factors are tremendously
influential, although it is the complex interplay of all these factors that
can make ethnicity very diﬃcult to trace.
One of the ways to try to evaluate a group’s investment in a given
cultural identity is to look at markers such as holidays and holiday
celebrations. Holidays are vital for establishing and maintaining relationships, emphasizing important cultural values, and making note
of the passing of time. Holiday celebrations are always loaded with
significance and meaning for the group celebrating. Thus, a productive road to understanding how a culture sees itself is to start with a
focus on which holidays are observed (and when) and how holidays
are celebrated. This then provides valuable information about the values, aﬃliations, beliefs, and allegiances of the involved communities.
In her book, Pole Raising and Speech Making: Modalities of Swedish American Summer Celebrations, Jennifer Eastman Atteberry very
skillfully looks at a wide range of sources in Swedish and English in94

cluding journals, letters, newspaper advertisements and articles, and
photographs to gather the necessary information to begin to understand how Swedish Americans in the Intermountain West celebrated
Midsummer in order to better understand how they saw themselves
and their own relationship to both America and Sweden. The choice
to focus on Midsummer is not arbitrary as it stands at the nexus of
competing social realities for these immigrants and their descendants.
This particular holiday has come to be seen within the contemporary
Swedish American community as a kind of litmus test, “an index of
Swedish Americanness” (6). Attebery is quick to point out, however,
that it is never a straightforward question of cultural purity that determines how, where, and why a particular holiday is observed, but
looking at these questions one comes to a far better understanding of
the complex relationship forming cultural identities.
One of the important insights to emerge from the variety of celebratory practices has to do with the fundamental diﬀerences in the
self-perception of the Swedish American population on the Colorado
Front (in and around the greater Denver, Colorado area) compared
to the Swedish Americans on the Wasatch Front (valleys extending
north and south from Salt Lake City, Utah). The reasons the individual
members of these two groups came were very diﬀerent and the things
tying the individuals to each other were likewise diﬀerent. Whereas
in Colorado, Swedes had immigrated mainly individually and often
moved first through the Upper Midwest, Swedish immigrants in Utah
came together with other Scandinavians and mainly because of conversion to the LDS (Mormon) Church and were thus part of a larger
process of cultural consolidation from Northern Europe that had a
distinct and at times strained relationship with Americanness, especially before statehood and the oﬃcial end of the persecution for practice of polygamy.
In both Denver and Salt Lake City, public celebrations of Midsummer were often organized as outings or picnic excursions to a park
or resort, sometimes even requiring short travels by rail. In Denver,
the outings were usually more secular in character and were held on
Sundays to accommodate work schedules. In Utah, the celebrations
tended to be held on days other than Sunday to avoid conflicting with
Sunday worship practices and it was not uncommon for them to incorporate speeches by ecclesiastical leaders or public prayer.
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In both communities, Midsummer competed with an already
crowded holiday calendar in the transition from spring to summer,
including, at the time: various May Day celebrations, Decoration Day
(now Memorial Day), Flag Day, Independence Day, and, in Utah and
Idaho, Pioneer Day on July 24. But, as Attebery points out, “spring-tosummer passage was celebrated by Swedish Americans with abundance and redundancy, evident in the way the seasonal passage was
celebrated in multiple events in which traditional practices were freely intermingled and conflated” (24). One holiday could meld together
with the next suggesting the formation of hybrid identities. Midsummer celebrations changed (and were changed by) these other celebrations as part of the greater assimilation process.
As a folklorist and ethnographer tracking these changes, Attebery
does an excellent job of documenting and evaluating the cultural practices of Swedish Americans throughout the region and their transformation from Swedes to Swedish Americans during this period. She is
eﬀective because she is thorough and always careful in her attempt to
understand not only what these groups did, but also—to the degree it
can be reconstructed—why they observed their specific practices. She
works to understand--both from the inside and out--sources on their
own terms, without projecting contemporary values and perceptions
on the past.
This volume is a valuable resource for anyone trying to understand the unique dynamic of cultural assimilation and the preservation of Scandinavian ethnic identity in the West. It is meticulously
documented and full of the descriptions of interesting and illuminating situations of how these communities understood their relationship to dominant cultures and to native Swedish culture. Midsummer
celebrations involved undeniable nostalgia for a past life and a country beyond the sea, but the celebrations looked forward as well to assimilating that past within the context of a new and promising future
as Americans in the West.
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Barbara Sjoholm. Black Fox: A Life of Emilie Demant Hatt, Artist and
Ethnographer. Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press,
2017. v, 391 pp.
Reviewed by Sandra Laursen
Two young women on vacation, an art student and a teacher, meet
a mysterious local man dressed in animal skins who persuades them
to climb into his boat. He rows them across a beautiful mountain lake
where they begin a wilderness adventure in the land of the midnight
sun. It sounds like the start of a fairy tale, but it is a true story from
the opening chapters of Black Fox: A Life of Emilie Demant Hatt, Artist
and Ethnographer.
Black Fox is an engaging biography of Danish ethnographer and
artist Emilie Demant Hatt (1873-1958). The book is organized into
three main sections. Nomad, the first section, documents Emilie Demant’s early life in a middle-class family in Jylland, her move to Copenhagen to study art, and the quest for adventure that led her, in
1904, to take a summer vacation to northern Scandinavia with her sister Marie, a schoolteacher. By chance they met the man who would
become Emilie’s lifelong professional collaborator, the Sami (Lapp)
poet, mystic, and hunter Johan Turi. In a bold move for bourgeois
single women at the time, Emilie and Marie spent several days visiting his extended family of nomadic reindeer herders in their summer encampment on the shores of glacial Lake Torneträsk in northern
Sweden. Though they shared no common language, Turi and Demant
rapidly established an intuitive connection and confided in each other
their dreams: Turi’s to write a book about the Sami herders’ way of
life, and Emilie’s to travel with the Sami as a nomad.
Three years later, after studying the Sami language in Copenhagen, Emilie realized her dream. She returned to northern Sweden to
join the clan, or siida, led by Turi’s brother Aslak and his wife Siri, on
the shores of Torneträsk and then traveled with them through the full
seasonal migration cycle of the reindeer herds that sustained the siida.
In the summer, the herders camped high while their herds grazed
in the mountains, ending with a roundup to sort the new calves and
slaughter mature animals for meat and hides. As September snows
fell and the ground froze, the siida loaded their sleds and migrated
to lower elevations, spending the winter in coastal villages where the
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reindeer foraged for forest lichens, until it was time to migrate back to
the summer range.
From the married women of the siida, Emilie learned Sami domestic skills, but she also took on the traditional chores of unmarried
women, helping to manage the reindeer herd, pack and load the sleds,
determined to bear her fair share of the work. She sewed and wore a
reindeer hide dress, played with the children, slept in the family tent
through bitter cold spells with a puppy breathing in her face to keep
both their noses warm, and recorded her observations in notebooks
and sketches. In later years, Demant connected with other Sami families to spend months traveling diﬀerent migration routes and gathering further cultural observations. She came to understand the Sami
herders’ contentious relationships with Scandinavian governments.
Their traditional lands of Sápmi (Lapland) span the northern parts of
Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, but newly established national borders now posed obstacles to the herders’ traditional migration
routes, and expanding farm settlements challenged Sami traditions of
collective land use.
As Turi helped Demant to realize her dream of living among the
Sami, she also helped him to realize his history of Sami herders’ lives.
She prodded Turi to capture his stories in writing, sequenced them
and standardized the spelling, translated his account into Danish text
that would appear alongside Turi’s Sami original, and used her social
connections to find a publisher in Hjalmar Lundbohm, a Sami-sympathizing manager in the Swedish iron-mining town of Kiruna. Turi’s
work Muitalus sámiid birra (An Account of the Sami) was published in
1910, and describes the life of his reindeer-herding people at the onset
of the twentieth century. This was the first secular book published in
the Sami language by a Sami author, and made both Turi and Demant
somewhat famous across Europe, leading to translations into several
other languages and other speaking and writing invitations. Muitalus
is considered pioneering in the now-accepted method of collaborative
ethnography, whereby ethnographers conduct and report their work
with informants in ways that value the voices of both the cultural insider and the outside observer.
The second section, Author, chronicles Demant’s growing sense of
herself as an independent scholar, not just as Turi’s enabler. Her 1911
marriage to Gudmund Hatt, a university-trained geographer and ethnographer, brought her into academic and museum circles, and she
encouraged Gudmund’s interest in the Sami. Together they continued
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to conduct field work in Sápmi, but this culture did not capture Gudmund’s interests as it had Emilie’s, and they did not return north after
1916. In 1913 Emilie published her own account of her time with the
nomads, Med lapperne i høfjeldet (With the Lapps in the High Mountains).
A visit to the United States brought her into contact with American anthropological circles led by the influential Franz Boas, whose thinking
reinforced her firm sense that it was important to understand cultures
on their own terms and not judge them by Western European standards—a view not prevalent at the time. Emilie continued to gather and
publish Sami folk stories, to collect Sami objects that she later donated
to museums, and to advocate for Sami rights to self-determination.
The final section, Artist, tells of Emilie’s return to art as a career—
her transition from representational art to a colorful and free-flowing
expressionist style, her choice of scenes and themes from her time in
Sápmi, and her participation in a lively community of Danish women
painters. She faced worry and ostracism as a result of Gudmund’s
work for the accommodationist Danish government in the first years
of the German occupation in World War II. He became viewed as a
Nazi apologist and served prison time after the war.
Black Fox is the first book in English to document Demant Hatt’s
life and work. Sjoholm successfully navigates the many temptations to
follow supporting actors that might lead this project to veer oﬀ course,
such as the fascinating character of Johan Turi himself; the lifeways of
the Sami people; or the Scandinavian intelligentsia and adventurers
among whom Emilie and Gudmund moved. While the reader learns
much about these people, the book stays close to Emilie’s own story,
patiently gleaned from archived letters and papers still available because of what Sjoholm calls Emilie’s “packrat” inclinations. As the
English translator of With the Lapps in the High Mountains and author
of several articles about Demant Hatt, Sjoholm knows her subject well
and treats her with sympathy but not simplification. This includes
Emilie’s complex personal relationship with Turi, who was two decades her senior but saw himself as Emilie’s suitor and wrote longing,
flirtatious letters from “Old Wolf” to his “Black Fox.” Over time their
friendship became entangled with other, shifting professional and
social relationships: as subject and ethnographer, author and editor,
writer and amanuensis, spendthrift and benefactor, member of a disdained social class and member of a privileged one.
Looking initially through the lens of Emilie’s relationship with
Turi, and then through her later studies and contact with Gudmund’s
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colleagues, Black Fox oﬀers insights into the developing ethics of ethnography in the twentieth century. Demant Hatt entered the field at a
time when the Sami were seen as an inferior and primitive culture and
when anthropological studies were dominated by “racial biologists”
who studied the world’s peoples by measuring their heads. Having
developed her ethnographic insights through meeting the Sami on
their own terms, she instinctively rejected these ethnocentric views,
yet tended somewhat to romanticize the Sami and to see theirs as a
dying culture, instead of one that was adapting—as cultures do—to
changing times. Both racist and romantic prejudices will be recognizable to U.S. readers who have studied Native American history and
culture; it is interesting to encounter them in a Nordic context and to
acknowledge the consequences of their persistence into modern times.
Demant Hatt’s life story will also interest feminist readers with its
glimpses into her situation as an independent, middle-class Danish
woman in the early twentieth century, especially in comparison with
the Sami women who were her mentors and the backbones of their
clans. Some opportunities were enhanced, while other freedoms were
limited once Emilie married at age thirty-eight. Her research contributions were distinctive in capturing details of Sami courtship, marriage, childbirth and childhood, topics not recorded by male scholars.
She took her mother’s maiden name as her surname and maintained
connections to Danish women’s organizations throughout her life. She
was eﬀective in deploying her social privilege on behalf of Turi and
her Sami friends.
The book is written in a lively and readable manner. It is carefully footnoted and indexed and includes two clusters of informative
photographs and sketches, which I revisited often as the narrative introduced those portrayed. I often wished for a map of Demant Hatt’s
travels, as place names were unfamiliar and sometimes confusing,
and I wanted a stronger sense of the distances covered in the migratory treks. An appendix explains Sjoholm’s linguistic choices, particularly the political significance of the older terms Lapp and Lapland
versus the self-referring terms Sami and Sápmi.
I left this book with appreciation for a curious, determined and
capable woman, and for the culture she studied and loved. Readers
eager for more information about this intriguing woman, including
some images of her artwork, may wish to visit the site Sjoholm maintains, https://emiliedemanthatt.com/
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Katalin Nun. Women of the Danish Golden Age: Literature, Theater, and
the Emancipation of Women. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press,
2013. 196 pp.
Reviewed by Nate Kramer
Katalin Nun begins her book Women of the Danish Golden Age:
Literature, Theater and the Emancipation of Women with the obligatory
remarks about the significance of the Danish Golden Age, but moves
quickly to her main thesis: that the women who were also a part of
that golden age have been overlooked, forgotten, or rendered important only because of the towering figures (men, of course!) of the period. Thus, Nun begins to carve out a space in which to address the
authorships of Thomasine Gyllembourg and Mathilde Fibiger and the
acting of Johanne Luise Heiberg, all three influential and important
figures in their own right. Although the contributions of these women
has been addressed before—Nun mentions, for example, two recent
multi-volume works dealing with women in Danish literature and in
the footnotes provides an extensive catalog of relevant literature—
they have not been taken up in any significant way in English. This
book is primarily directed toward remedying this relative absence of
scholarship about these important women of the Danish Golden Age.
Published as volume eight in the series Danish Golden Age Studies, the intent of which is to introduce major figures and issues of the
period to an English and non-Danish speaking audience, Nun’s book
situates each of these women very nicely in the context in which they
were writing and acting. The first is Thomasine Gyllembourg, a very
influential and important figure in not only the Golden Age but the
period that preceded it, Enlightenment Denmark. She was married
quite young to a man fifteen years her senior, Peter Andreas Heiberg,
one of the literati of Copenhagen. Peter Andreas Heiberg was exiled
to Paris for publishing libelous literature and for his political liberalism. Left at home with their son, Johan Ludvig Heiberg, who would
himself later become the most influential taste-maker of the Golden
Age, Thomasine soon married a Swedish baron named Karl Frederik
Gyllembourg-Ehrensvärd, whose surname Gyllembourg she adopted. After the death of her husband, Madame Gyllembourg, as she was
known, moved in with her son and his wife, the actress Johanne Luise
Pätges. Madame Gyllembourg was thus well-positioned both socially
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and intellectually to become an author and to influence the culture of
the Danish Golden Age.
Although Madame Gyllembourg wrote many novels and stories,
her A Story of Everyday Life being the most popular, Nun turns to the
last of her novels, Two Ages, as the work of the mature author and
one that encapsulates many of the themes that dominated her fiction:
namely a picture of the bourgeois culture that surrounded her. The
novel was, importantly for Nun’s argument, reviewed by the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. It is here that Nun begins to outline a critique that will be repeated with the other two women figures: Kierkegaard’s review is more invested in exploring his own philosophical
categories than with treating Gyllembourg’s novel on its own terms
and evaluating it on its own merit. Kierkegaard’s review of Madame
Gyllembourg’s Two Ages is an especially important one for Kierkegaard’s oeuvre because it is here that he levels a critique of the modern
age that has become an important touchpoint for many philosophers
and cultural critics. By contrast, the novel that sets Kierkegaard’s critique in motion has been almost entirely ignored, despite the fact that
the novel has been lauded for its careful delineation of the bourgeois
culture of the day and for its influence on Danish prose.
Nun then turns her attention to Johanne Luise Pätges, an extremely popular actress on the Danish stage during the period in question,
and later the wife of Johan Ludvig Heiberg. Johanne Luise’s fame,
based on her impressive performances at the Royal Theater, predates
her entry into the family. Together with Madame Gyllembourg, Johanne Luise and her husband formed a cultural and literary circle
that proved to be enormously influential, especially on Danish theater. Although Johanne Luise was an actress of impressive repute, she
was also one who wrote and reflected on the cultural and philosophical significance of acting. Her most important literary work was her
autobiography A Life Relived in Memory, first published in 1891. It is
this work that Nun spends the most time on, discussing Johanne Luise Heiberg’s conception of the successful actor as one who performs
a double role: immersing oneself completely in the role that one is
to play and at the same time resisting such complete absorption so
as to maintain one’s sense of identity. Kierkegaard also wrote what
amounted to reviews of Johanne Luise Heiberg’s acting, which were
quite laudatory. Nun focuses on an article Kierkegaard published in
the newspaper The Fatherland, titled “The Crisis and a Crisis in the
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Life of an Actress.” Although Kierkegaard does not mention Johanne
Luise Heiberg by name in the article, journal entries as well as a letter
to Johanne Luise Heiberg confirm that Kierkegaard had her in mind.
Kierkegaard’s discussion of acting, furthermore, resonated directly
with Johanne Luise Heiberg’s own conception of acting as what Nun
calls “an existential question” since it “demands from the actress that
she be able to deal with contradictory tasks” (83).
The third and last woman that Nun discusses is Mathilde Fibiger,
a very influential figure but one who was not part of the Heibergs’
inner circle. In fact, Fibiger grew up some distance away from Copenhagen and was not part of the cultural scene of the time. However,
she did ask Johan Ludvig Heiberg to publish her novel, Clara Raphael,
which he did with C.A. Reitzel, one of the more important Danish
publishers of the day. The novel itself became quite controversial as
it raised in a much more direct way than had previous literature the
issue of the role of women in society and the question of emancipation. While the general reception itself was complex, the reception of
the novel by both Johan Ludvig Heiberg and Søren Kierkegaard was,
as Nun explains, even more so. Heiberg was strangely silent about the
novel, despite the fact that he wrote an introduction for the novel and
supported Fibiger well beyond finding a publisher for the novel. Nun
suggests that Johanne Luise Heiberg may not have been too pleased
about the attention her husband gave Fibiger, a view taken by several
others well-acquainted with the history. The question of Kierkegaard’s
interest in Figiber is also curious insofar as his review of the novel was
never published, for reasons that are unclear. Nun notes a particularly
sarcastic tone in Kierkegaard’s review, but even more disconcerting
for Nun is Kierkegaard’s evasion of the question of emancipation in
the novel at all. Kierkegaard seems once again to be more interested in
issues tangential to the central ones, even using the lasting part of his
review to once again revive his conflicts with Johan Ludvig Heiberg
and Hans Lassen Martensen.
Each of these examples raises important questions about general
views of women in the Danish Golden Age and their role in society. As
Nun notes in various places throughout the book, it is intellectually irresponsible to hold the Golden Age to our contemporary standards
and views, and yet a figure like Mathilde Fibiger, ahead of her time
in so many ways, reveals the startling ways in which the Golden Age
itself was divided. The Heibergs (Madame Gyllembourg, Johanna
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Luise, and Johan Ludvig) held perhaps the most conservative views
regarding women and their roles. Nun makes the important observation that even someone like Johanna Luise Heiberg, who devoted her
entire self to acting and performance, held to the conservative ideal of
domesticity. Johan Ludvig Heiberg’s arguments about women often
emphasized ideal “abstractions” over and against the practical considerations that were becoming all the more apparent during the Golden
Age and which Mathilde Fibiger, among others, reacted to with such
force. Søren Kierkegaard’s position is ambiguous on these questions,
though he too voiced fairly conservative claims about women and
emancipation, if he said anything at all.
This is the strength of Nun’s book: presenting the dialogue and
discussions taking place in and surrounding the literature of the day
without making the reader take a stand on any one position. Rather
she invites the reader to consider the conversation itself in its complexity and as a feature of Golden Age literature which has often been
ignored. With an enormous wealth of material condensed into a scant
one hundred and fifty pages, there is much to be gleaned from such
a work. Should one wish for more, Nun has provided copious notes
and an extensive bibliography to pursue these important questions
further.
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